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Abstract 
In recent years, more social security payment recipients are joining the 
welfare campaign in Hong Kong. They belong to the minority among the general 
recipients, but should not be overlooked as higher level of participation makes the 
campaign more powerful. Moreover, participation itself gives participants 
satisfaction and benefits. In this study I look into the welfare campaign staged by 
Ecumenical Grassroots Development Center (EGDC). Their female members, i.e. 
single parents with dependent children, undergo a dynamic process of 
empowerment. The core members have transformed from ignorant, timid and 
isolated actors to confident and united demonstrators who believe in welfare right, 
collective good and the meaning of the campaign. In the periphery, there are 
members who free-ride. They mainly take part in social and educational activities 
but not protest actions. Empowerment is possible because of the provision of 
selective incentives by and the mobilizing efforts of EGDC. These two forces are 
also essential in overcoming the problem of free-riding. On selective incentives, 
EGDC provides knowledge, friendship, social support and assistance to members. 
They are particularly significant in recruitment and in sustaining participation in 
various EGDC activities. However, they are not omni-potent because the recipients 
do not just care for personal interests as assumed by a strict rational choice 
approach. Instead they are also social animals, capable of pursuing collective good. 
Cultural forces come into play. What EGDC must also do is to mobilize members 
through developing group solidarity and the recognition in welfare right. Such 
transformation in social interaction and consciousness encourages members to take 
social actions to pursue collective good In the process, grassroots groups like 
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Political participation has been an old area of investigation in social science. 
This has also become a popular subject in local researches, many of which 
investigate the political ideology of the Hong Kong people, looking into reasons 
behind their general political passivity. What interests me more is the minority, i.e. 
the active ones who choose to engage in political participation. How do they enter 
the domain of political participation? How do they differ from the quiet majority? 
Did they undergo any transformations? Are any means of manipulation possible 
in order to encourage participation? A study of the politically active gives insights 
on the local political culture, especially on the mechanisms that facilitate 
participation which is an important element in democratization. On theoretical 
contribution, it also offers a chance to apply the rational choice approach and the 
cultural approach in the local context. � 
I choose the poor as the target of study. One reason is that the newly 
appeared welfare campaign has been growing rapidly in scale. It has become a hot 
issue in current affairs and political debates. The role played by the Comprehensive 
Social Security Assistance recipients poses an interesting phenomenon worth 
looking into. More so, the poor are usually not much educated. They lack 
resources, expertise, and are often occupied with survival problems like making both 
“ e n d s meet. Their participation, despite their deprivation, in a campaign represents 
some underlying forces, something to be discovered. 
Last but not least, I believe that the more the recipients who participate in 
- 1 
% 
the campaign, the greater the pressure they can exert on the government. Their 
participation acts as a motor driving improvements in the inadequate social security 
policy. The welfare campaign is also essential in educating the notion of welfare 
right. I hope this study can serve a practical function, i.e. to give inspirations on 




Ch.l EGDC and The Welfare Campaign 
The Plight and the Campaign 
The Hong Kong government has been providing social security payment for 
the needy for over twenty years. The system is non-contributory in nature. It 
includes a number of schemes, designed to meet the basic and special needs of 
those vulnerable groups in the community who are in need of financial or material 
assistance. The two main schemes before July 1993 were the Public Assistance 
Scheme and the Special Needs Allowance Scheme (which provided namely disability 
allowance and old aged allowance). They were administered through the social 
security field units distributed throughout the territory.^ 
In October 1992, Mr. Christopher Patten proposed in the Governor's 
Address that a Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (hereafter named CSSA) 
Scheme would replace the Public Assistance Scheme in July 1993 in order to 
improve means-tested benefits. This package provides, as a consolidated sum, 
, i n c o m e support for the special needs of particular groups. It also includes payment 
of disability allowance and old aged allowance. At the same time, the government 
announced certain increase in payment received for the recipients? 
Whether it is the Public Assistance Scheme or the CSSA Scheme, cases are 
1 Annual Report 1992-1993, Social Welfare Department, paragraph 17. 
2 Our Next Five Years - The Agenda For Hong Kong (Address by the Governor, 
The Right Honorable Christopher Patten, at the opening of the 1992/93 
Session of the Legislative Council), 7 October 1992, p. 14. 
3 
divided into several types. One type that has been growing rapidly in number is the 
single parent households. This group covers widows(ers), the deserted, separated 
or divorced parents with dependant children. These parents are able-bodied and 
under the age of 60. 
Table 1 on the next page shows that over 10 years' time, cases of single 
parent families increase from 3635 households in March 1986 to 6294 in February 
1995. The rate of increase in about 73.1%. This group has become the third largest 
type of recipients under CSSA Scheme, just fewer than the old aged recipients 
(71359 cases in February 1995，with an increase of 77.4% over the same period) and 
the 'ill health' recipients (11127 cases in February 1995，with an increase of 25.3% 
over the same period). The significant number of single parent family cases receives 
much social attention and the stories of their plight often appear in news stories. 
In 1990, the Social Welfare Department (SWD) conducted a Study of Public 
Assistance Recipients which presents a profile of the recipients. First, of the 61616 
Public Assistance cases/households at 31 August 1990, only 3.9% were economically 
active (i.e. those who are employed or are seeking work) while 96.1% were 
economically inactive. This majority did not work because of old age, disability, ill 
health and the need to remain at home looking after other family members etc.^ 
This shows that few people depended on the assistance because they were 'lazy', 
which is a reason often cited by the government when it refuses to increase 
payment. Second, among the 3698，single parents with dependent children，cases at 
31 August 1990, 12.1% involved applicants living in Hong Kong for less than 5 
Vi 
3 Study of Public Assistance Recipients 1990，Research and Statistics Section, 
Social Welfare Department, p.8. A similar study is being conducted and is 
expected to finish by 1996. 
“ A 
Table 1. CSSA* Cases by Type 
3/86 3/88 3/90 3/92 3/94 2/95 
Type 
Number 
Old Age 40214 42135 44070 48020 61026 71359 
111 Health 8878 7435 7657 7966 10072 11127 
Single Parent Families 3635 3762 3977 4325 6134 6294 
* —— — •一—„ • 一_ •••_••• •• 一•一母 
Low Earnings 1799 1268 1012 1036 1407 964 
Unemployed 2225 1877 1618 2248 3876 5113 
Blind 806 710 808 884 946 442 
Deaf 139 138 217 270 338 92 
••,••• -
Mentally III 2051 2628 3272 4271 5687 5773 
Physically Disabled 1403 1262 1467 1644 2644 1934 
Others 2563 2148 2190 2305 2974 4481 
Total 63713 63366 66288 72969 95104 107579 
*" — — — — ‘ ‘ ‘ — — ‘ I I MM II . I , , , I I _ _ • • • ! _ . • • • • • 
Notes*. As from 1 July 1993 onwards, the Public Assistance Scheme has been replaced by the 
Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme which includes payments of Disability 
Allowance and Old Age Allowance to CSSA clients. Hence, figures from 1993/94 are not strictly 
comparable with those of previous years. 
Source: Hong Kong Monthly Digest of Statistics April 1995, p.l21; Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 
1994 Edition, Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong, pp.254-255. 
years.4 It is believed that many of them are immigrants form China. Third, the 
number of children recipients from single parent families amounted to 4666. Single 
parenthood resulted from death of one parent (34.5%), separation/divorce (23.5) 
>> 
4 ibid, P.7. 
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and desertion of one parent (16.8%).^ 
To get a picture of their economic situation, let's look at the amount of 
payment they receive now. 
Table 2. CSSA Scheme 
Standard Rate for Family Member (HK$ per month) 
Before 4/95 4/95 Onwards Increase 
Abie-Bodied Adult $965 $1045 $2.7 / day 
Abie-Bodied Child $1180 $1505 $10.8 / day 
The increase per day (average over 30 days) is only $10.8 for able-bodied 
adults in a family and as low as $2.7 for able-bodied children in a family. What the 
$1045 and $1505 cover include food, fuel, clothing, .transportation and durable 
goods. Each single parent family also gets a supplement of $215 every month and 
recipients can claim for expenditure on rent, education, water charge, medical 
treatment, household goods repair etc. 
The government claimed that for the past twenty years, social security 
payment has increased 15 times while inflation over the same period has only 
increased 6 times.^ The Governor, Mr. Patten, also said that，social security benefits 
have gone up substantially in real terms since 1985: by 62% for single person and 
by 104% for a family of four.，？ 
‘ ibid, P.24. 
“6 Mrs. S. C. Fok, the Secretary for Social Welfare announced these data on 7 
Sept 1994, as reported on newspapers the following day. 
7 Hong Kong: A Thousand Days and Beyond (The 1994 Address by the 
Governor, the Right Honorable Christopher Patten, at the opening of the 
1994/95 Session of the Legislative Council), 5 October 1994, p. 12. 
“ 6 
However, the recipients, the professionals and the politicians give us a totally 
different picture. Their complaints on the insufficient payment are backed by quite 
a number of surveys.^ They found that recipients lacked social and leisure activities 
because of financial difficulties. A survey that became the focus of controversy in 
1994 was the MacPherson's Report^, a research on the adequacy of public assistance 
rates in Hong Kong. It found that CSSA recipients were spending more than 70% 
of their expenditure on food while the usual proportion was around 30% for poor 
households in developed societies. It said that the consequences of the inadequacy 
of rates were damaging. 'Household possessions are meager, diets are minimal, 
social activity is almost eliminated, clothing and footwear are extremely low levels. 
The average amount spent on clothing and footwear was $30 for person per month, 
and 75% of all those in the sample households spent less than $41.50 per person 
per month... For almost half of these households, there was no expenditure on 
entertainment or social activities whatsoever. 
It is against this background that the welfare campaign appeared and 
continues. Though different parties are involved, they generally have the same 
8 Examples include surveys done by Boys' and Girls' Clubs Association (1993) 
and Ecumenical Grassroots Development Center (1993 and 1995). 
9 The Hong Kong Council of Social Service was invited by the LegCo Welfare 
Services Panel to conduct a research on the adequacy of public assistance 
rates in Hong Kong. The principal investigator was Dr. Stewart MacPherson 
« of City Polytechnic of Hong Kong (now renamed City University of Hong 
Kong). The formal name of the report was A Measure of Dignity - Report on 
the adequacy of public assistance rates in Hong Kong. It was completed in June 
1994. 
The MacPherson's Report, 1994, p.3. 
‘ 7 
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objective, i.e. to press the government to increase social security payment in order 
to improve the living standards of the recipients. The government turns out to be 
the common enemy, an opposition force against payment increase. The 
MacPherson's Report made recommendations on the extent the rates should 
increase, but they were rejected by the government. The government was 
subsequently slammed by the，crusaders，in the welfare campaign. 
The different parties in the welfare campaign include the professionals, the 
politicians and the recipients. The first group comprises of the social workers and 
the academicians. Bodies like the Hong Kong Social Workers Association 
(HKSWA) Ltd, Hong Kong Social Workers' General Union (HKSWGU) and 
Hong Kong Council of Social Service (HKCSS) have been giving prompt feedback 
on welfare issues. For example, they criticized the government's refusal to accept 
recommendations made in the MacPherson's Report and the insufficient increase 
in standard rate iir April 1995. Individual academicians also play similar roles in the 
debate on social security policies. 
The second group, i.e. the politicians, comprises of members of the political 
parties and the LegCo councilors. Lobbying and criticisms are the main strategies 
they use. The latter also put forward motions in the LegCo meetings. For example, 
Mr. Zachery W. Y. Wong's motion in Februaiy 1994 called for an increase of 
standard rate to the level equal to 30% of the median wage of Hong Kong families 
(approximately $2100 at that time). It was approved with 32 for and 11 against." 
11 A news report on Wah Kiu Yat Po on 3 February 1994. 
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What interests me most is the last group, the recipients. They are the souls 
of the welfare campaign because it is they who are benefited if the campaign yields 
any success. At the same time they are the sufferers. They know best of the 
inadequacy of the social security system. Besides meeting with government officials, 
they also stage petitions and demonstrations. These recipients have the fewest 
resources, as compared with the professionals who possess expertise and social 
status and the politicians who have bargaining power and political influence. It is 
therefore interesting to see why this deprived group speak out and seek for more 
rights when the wider public is often described as politically inactive. 
While the politicians and the professionals acted on their own, the recipients 
need to be mobilized, mainly by grassroots groups led by the social workers. The 
lowly educated recipients not only lack resources like skills and information to stage 
actions, but also are unaware that they have the right to ask for more payment. 
Moreover, some do not perceive that actions can save them from the plight. What 
the grassroots groups do is to tell them what welfare services they enjoy, how 
inadequate the present policy is and what can be done to seek for what they 
deserve. In this mobilization, education becomes an indispensable step before social 
actions, with the participation of recipients, are possible. Actual participation in 
social actions like demonstrations further strengthens the belief in welfare right and 
efficacy of actions. The two are intricately linked together. 
7> 
Increase in payment can be considered as the ultimate objective of the 
welfare campaiga ft is an aim shared by all parties involved. Education is another 
9 
objective that goes side by side with the demand for payment. It may not be 
pursued by the politicians or individual professionals. However, it is a necessary 
element in the mobilization of recipients by grassroots groups. 
Such grassroots groups do not appear until these few years. A directory^^ 
published by the HKCSS in 1990 collected all organizations that provide social 
services. Under the heading of，social security，，only the field units of SWD were 
listed. In other words, there were no community groups specializing in social 
security matters before 1990. Of course there may be small-scaled projects under 
certain groups that concern social security recipients, but it is in these few years that 
recipients groups keep a higher profile in the welfare campaign. 
To the recipients, the significance of the welfare campaign lies not only in 
the pursuit of a better social security policy. It is also a project to raise recipients， 
consciousness of the notion of welfare right. Though only a minority of the 
recipients take part in the campaign, the phenomenon should not be overlooked. 
For one thing press coverage of the increasing campaign actions encourages fellow 
recipients to support spiritually, if not to join the activists; for another once the 
campaign has begun, it is irrevocable and bound to undergo further development. 
Though participation of the recipients may not have a greater influence in the 
government than that of the professional and politicians, a larger number of 
recipient participants no doubt can exert a greater pressure on the policy makers. 
12 Directory of Social Services (7th edition). 1990. Hong Kong Council of Social 
Services. 
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There were at least 5 demonstrations demanding better payment in the 
second half of 1994/^ The recipients who took part were largely the elderly and the 
single parents (mostly women), though handicapped recipients were also present. 
Sometimes there were scores of demonstrators but at times the number could 
amount to several hundreds. 
A brief outline of the campaign gives a picture of varieties. Cooperation 
among the different parties do not have a long term base, but they do work 
together depending on individual issues. In other words, there is no single body or 
single leadership that coordinates actions of different parties, nor does the 
campaign have uniform demands on the government. Such differences sometimes 
give rise to disputes. Some LegCo councilors may find demanding a certain amount 
of increase acceptable while recipients may find the demand too conservative. For 
13 24 June 1994: 50 to 60 elderly and single parents demonstrated outside the 
LegCo building, asking the LegCo councilors to review the social security 
system and to increase payment. Source: Hong Kong Economics Daily，25 
June 1994. 
15 September 1994: 400 recipients from more than 30 groups demonstrated 
outside the General Secretariat building, demanding improvement in the living 
standard of the recipients. Source: Sing Tao Daily, 16 September 1994. 
21 September 1994: More than 70 recipient families and children from 
Ecumenical Development Grassroots Center demonstrated outside the 
Governor's House, asking the government to implement suggestions made in 
the MacPherson's Report. Source: Ming Pao Daily, 22 September 1994. 
25 September 1994: Joint Committee for Public Assistance Rights and another 
« group concerning social security payment demonstrated outside the 
Governor's House, The Oriental Daily，26 September 1994. 
20 October 1994: 70 recipients from pressing the government to accept the 
Macpherson，s Report. Source: the Joint Committee for Public Assistance 
Rights demonstrated outside the Governor's House, asking the government 
to increase standard rate to $2300. Source: The Express News, 3 Oct 1994. 
11 
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example, in a meeting with several LegCo councilors on 28 November 1994, several 
social workers from the Alliance for Public Assistance Rights in Hong Kong 
criticized that the LegCo backed down and accepted only a $100 increase for 
children from April 1994. 
One may argue that because the government takes a hard line, the welfare 
campaign can yield little success. For instance, the Welfare Branch stated on 9 
February 1994 that the government would not accept the ’median wage motion' 
approved by LegCo.丄斗 On 7 September 1994, the government also rejected the 
MacPherson's Report on the reason that its recommendations would encourage 
laziness and dependence on social security payment. ^ .^ 
Nevertheless, instances showing improvement in the social security policy are 
not lacking. Monthly allowance for children recipients increased by $100 from April 
I99416 and the Governor announced an increase in standard rate by $205 in 
October 1994.17 This is the first time the government increase payment besides the 
annual adjustment made with reference to inflation. In the same year, single parent 
families were also given a new monthly supplement of $200.^ ^ Some government 
14 The Express News, 10 February 1994. 
15 Sing Tao Daily，8 September 1994. 
16 Hong Kong: Today's Success, Tomorrow ’s Challenges (Address by the Governor, 
“ the Right Honorable Christopher Patten, at the opening of 1993/94 Session 
of the Legislative Council), 6 October 1993, p.l9. 
17 Hong Kong: A Thousand Days and Beyond, 5 October 1994, p. 12. 
18 ibid, P.12. . 
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officials even took the initiative to invite recipients to a briefing introducing 
adjustment of payment. ^ ^ These achievements, though not dramatic, are some of the 
motors that keep the welfare campaign moving forward. 
The elderly and the single parent families are the recipients who dominate 
in the protests. The largest project on single parent recipients (mainly women) in 
Hong Kong is the one under Ecumenical Grassroots Development Center 
(hereafter named EGDC). This is chosen as the target in this study because when 
compared with similar groups like the Kun Fuk Women's Rights Association^ and 
the Concern Group on Single Parents^\ the EGDC project has the largest 
membership, a greater variety of activities, is more structured and keeps a higher 
profile in the welfare campaign. More so, EGDC often coordinates actions among 
certain recipients groups and plays a central role in the Alliance for Public 
19 This refers to a meeting between the Social Security Officers of SWD and 
members of Ecumenical Grassroots Development Center on 8 April 1995. 
20 Kun Fuk Womens，Rights Association was set up in 1992. It is a body under 
the Harmony House. Members are the battered women who lived in the 
Harmony House for 2 weeks to 3 months. In December 1994 there were a 
total of 60 members. 90% of them were recipients. The main activity is 
education. Members are taught by social workers matters on social security. 
No social actions have been staged yet. Source: An interview with Miss Chu 
So Hing, welfare worker of Kun Fuk on 3 December 1994. 
Concern Group on Single Parents was set up in 1990. It promotes welfare 
�> rights of single parents through staging actions like protests frequently. 
Educational and leisure activities are also organized, but of a smaller scale 
compared with that of EGDC. In November 1994 there were 180 members. 
Unlike EGDC, only half of the members of this group are recipients. Source: 
An interview with Miss Ku Shui Ling, spokesperson of the Concern Group on 
Single Parents on 16 November 1994. 
、 13 
Assistance Rights in Hong Kong.22 
Ecumenical Grassroots Development Center 
In 1973，six churches in Tsuen Wan initiated the Tsuen Wan, Tai Wo Hau 
and Kwai Chung Ecumenical Community Development Project. It was renamed as 
Tsuen Wan Ecumenical Social Service Center in 1982.^ EGDC, a division of this 
organization, was established in April 1992 so as to organize the urban poor, to 
strengthen their self-respect and to motivate them to change their life 
situation.^EGDC is funded by churches in Switzerland, the Hong Kong Community 
Chest, the Cheung & Wong Trust Fund and the Levis Company. It organizes 
projects on welfare right, housing right and employment protection.^ One of which 
is the project serving CSSA families with dependant children. 
The first recruitment of recipient members was done in January 1993，during 
Chinese New Year. The social workers sent gift coupons to recipients in Tsuen Wan 
and Kwai Chung through the four social security field units under the Social 
The Alliance for Public Assistance Rights is one of the two united fronts of 
recipients in Hong Kong. The other major front is the Joint Committee for 
Pubic Assistance Rights, in which the Elderly Rights League (a project on the 
elderly recipients under the Society for Community Organization) dominates. 
Both fronts comprise of recipients groups. Some groups have joined both 
fronts. They staged cooperated actions in the summer of 1994 but soon split 
because of difference in opinion over how to run the fronts. 
''^ Annual Report 1993-1994, Tsuen Wan Ecumenical Social Service Center, p.29. 
Annual Report 1992-1993, Tsuen Wan Ecumenical Social Service Center, pp.20 
^ Annual Report 1993-1994, Tsuen Wan Ecumenical Social Service Center, p.40. 
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Welfare Department (SWD). Responses were satisfactory. A total of 50 families in 
the districts came to EGDC to get clothes and food and registered as members. 
Next EGDC held forums for these members, teaching them how to calculate and 
claim for social security payment. About 15 to 20 recipients attended the forums 
regularly, where they also shared their daily problems and feelings. EGDC 
simultaneously provided remedial classes for members' children. By the summer of 
1993, about 100 recipient families have joined EGDC. The number quickly 
increased to 300 a year later, with members coming from Tsuen Wan, Kwai Chung, 
Tsing Yi and Kwun Tong. 
Ms. Y. Chan, Project-in-charge and one of the three social workers working 
for the project, saicP that most members were female family heads, aged between 
30 and 45. Half of them have divorced. The other half were widowed or had 
husbands suffering from illness or handicapped problems. Most received little 
education and had working experience before becoming recipients. 
EGDC states that the project has 4 objectives: (1) to help the recipient 
families to solve problems encountered in daily life; (2) to unite the recipient 
families and to exercise the spirit of unity; (3) to call on the public and the 
government to care for the needs of the recipient families; (4) to campaign for 
better social security policy and to improve specific living standards? 
Since the recipients project started, the forums, where members shared their 
^ " From an interview with Chan Yu on 3 November 1994. 
r A document name EGDC - Public Assistance Families Project, dated February 
1995. 
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feelings and discuss welfare matters on daily problems, have become the core 
activities. In early 1995，members were strongly encouraged to attend all monthly 
‘ forums and to join the concern groups according to their interest. Besides these 
meetings, remedial class for children and literacy class for parents are provided on 
a term's base. Individual members can also seek help from the social workers. 
Leisure activities and social gatherings are only held during holidays or festivals. 
During the forums and the concern group meetings, the social workers lead 
discussion on different welfare issues. It is in such occasions that sometimes the 
ideas of staging petitions, demonstrations and meetings with the officials came up. 
The following figure shows the types of programs in the project. 
Figure. 1 Programs of the Project on Recipients Families 
Mutual Help Group 
I I 
I ! I I I I 
D I • 丨 丨 丨 丨 • 
Kegional Fonims Concern Group Services Auxiliary Others 
Cooperation ！ 、 1 | Services ！ 
！ . I I I I ！ 
1. Alliance for 1. Tsuen Wan 1. Concern Group 1. Regular 1. Counselling 1. Development 
Public 2. Tsing Yi on Payment activities Services of Resources 
Assistance 3. Kwun Tong 2. Concern Group 2. Remedial (being (fund and site) 
Rights in HK on Procedural Class and developed) 2. External 
Public Matters Parents' 2. Case Seminars 
Assistance 3. Concern Group Group Counselling 3. Internship & 
Families on Re- 3. Literacy and Referral Research 
Inter-Regional employment Class Services 
Society (being 4. The Ambassador 4. Library 3. Training 
developed) Group (home Comer Courses for 
visits by members Staffs 
to fellow 4. Training 
recipients) Courses for 
,, Voluntary 
Workers 
Source: EGDC • Mutual Help Group Project’ dated February 1995. 
I induct that there are three main elements in this project. They are 
- 16 
education, mutual help and social actions. The first element concerns teaching 
members procedural matters of payment, services provided under the CSSA 
scheme, the welfare issues at debate and the concept of welfare right. The second 
element concerns building solidarity among group members so that they recognize 
collective interest and form a network, giving one another support, comfort and 
solutions to problems. The third element concerns direct encounters with the 
government to press for demands. For example, they demand that standard rate 
should increase to 50% of median income of families in Hong Kong. Children of 
different ages should receive different amounts of payment. The government should 
review the present policy regulating employment of recipients and arrange travel 
discount for recipients. 
When recipients join the group, what they come to leam of and accept first 
is the importance of education and mutual help. They are generally willing to attend 
forums and other social gatherings. It is in a later stage that the idea of social 
actions comes to their mind and only several scores of members take part in social 
actions. The majority just participate in the educational and social activities. 
These three elements are not distinct and may penetrate the same activity. 
For example, in a forum participants learn welfare matters as well as to get to 
understand one another's problems and give help accordingly. The idea of staging 
a demonstration may also spring from discussion in a forum. Another example is 
that participation in a social action can be at the same time considered as a form 
of education of welfare right and a stimulus to further participation. Each element 
" 17 
contributes to the other two. 
Each of the elements has its own important functions. They are necessary in 
the welfare campaign staged by EGDC and cannot be replaced. Their intricate 
4 
relationship will be dealt with in later chapters. 
As mentioned, the ultimate objective of the welfare campaign is to increase 
payment. I am therefore most interested in looking into the participation in social 
actions. An understanding of the forces and mechanisms behind these social actions 
tells more on the ways to encourage such participation. To be specific I am to look 
into why most EGDC members just take part in educational and social activities. 
Why do some members commit themselves to social actions? What encourages 
members to fight for welfare rights? What are the obstacles to this? Can we 
manipulate any moving forces to stimulate participation in social actions? Or can 
we overcome the opposing forces? What actually are the difference between the 
activists and the quiet ones? Can the latter be transformed into the former? The 
dynamics involved is the theme of this study. 
- 18 
Ch.2 Literature Review and Methodology 
Local literature on social security recipients are lacking. According to the 
two editions of The Hong Kong Social Research Index^ published in 1989 and 1993, 
which collect entries from 1960s onwards, there were no studies on single parent 
family recipients and only 11 types (some done annually) concerning the recipients 
in general. All of these 11 studies were done by SWD and most were descriptive 
sample studies about public assistance cases, low earning and unemployed public 
assistance cases and over payment cases etc. 
What's abundant is instead critiques on welfare policy, community 
service, voluntary groups and social workers. 
As far as political ideology and behavior of the social security recipients are 
concerned, a vacuum exists. Before I explore the area, let's have a review on 
relevant theories in social science. 
The Rational Choice Approach 
S. K. Lau (1989) argued that political participation of people in Hong Kong 
was characterized by political instrumentalism. People engaged in such participation 
so as to acquire immediate, personal and tangible benefits. Ideological and 
expressive participation was rare.^ The underlying postulate is that Hong Kong 
功 The Hong Kong Social Research Index (1st edition). 1989. HKCSS. 




people are guided by rational calculation and their behaviors are goal-oriented. This 
is the essence of the rational choice approach. 
A rational choice can be differentiated from an irrational choice by two 
criteria. By external criterion，a choice is rational when the resulting course of 
action contributes towards achieving a movement goal or the most cost effective 
course of action feasible. By internal criterion,，a choice is rational if the decision 
makers, acting with an unambiguous conception of their goal’ systemically weigh the 
probable costs and benefits of alternative courses of action in making their eventual 
choice.，3G • 
A strict sense of rationality is based on an individual calculus. Individuals 
take political action because the benefits they personally get outweigh costs. Models 
used by Anthony Downs (1957f\ Thomas Ireland (1967)32 and Gordon Tullock 
(1967)33 adhered to this individual calculus of costs and benefits. 
30 Turner, Ralph. 1981. 'Collective Behavior and Resource Mobilization as 
Approaches to Social Movements: Issues and Continuities.' In Kriesberg, 
Louis (ed), Research in Social Movements, Conflicts and Change - A Research 
Annual (Vol 4), p. 12. 
31 Downs, Anthony. 1957. An Economic Theory of Democracy. New York: Harper 
and Row. 
vJ 
32 Ireland, Thomas. 1967. The Rationale of Revolt.' Papers on Non-Market 
Decision Making 3 (fall):49-66. 
33 Tullock, Gordon. 1967. Towards a Mathematics of Politics. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press. 
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Another important figure in this stream is Mancur Olson (1965).拟 He made 
important elaborations on the concept of free-riders in his book, The Logic of 
Collective Action. In a large group, a member recognizes that his contribution will 
only make a negligible influence on providing the collective goods, which are not 
restricted only to those who contribute. As a result, he will choose not to take part 
in collective action and still enjoy the collective good Free-riding is thus conceived 
as the main opposing force of collective action. 
In response to this problem, Olson proposed a solution that is influential 
to fellow theorists. He argued that only a separate and selective incentive will 
stimulate a rational individual in a large group to act in a group-oriented way. 
These selective incentives can either coerce by punishing those who fail to bear an 
allocated share of the costs of the group action, or they can be positive inducements 
offered to those who act in the group interest. In other words, selective incentives 
are defined to be greater in value, in terms of individual's preferences, than each 
individual's share of the cost of the collective good. If they are of smaller value, 
they will not be sufficient to mobilize the individuals. 
Larger groups are thus called latent groups because they have a latent power 
or capacity for action, but this political power can be realized or mobilized only 
with the aid of selective incentives. 
It should be noted that Olson did not regard social incentives as a type of 
V* 




selective incentives. He suggested that social pressure and social incentives operate 
only in small groups, where members can have face to face contact with one 
another; but in a large group, individuals' actions will not matter much one way or 
another. In addition, everyone cannot possibly know everyone else and the group 
will not be a friendship group. Therefore there is no presumption that social 
incentives will lead individuals in the latent group to obtain a collective good. An 
exception that social incentives play a role is when the large group is a federation 
of smaller groups. 
The rational choice approach is an obvious departure from the classical 
collective behavior model in previous decades. As earlier works is tainted by a 
premise of participants' irrationality and an overriding importance of grievances, 
researchers are inspired to look for models that will instead accord with the 
postulate that participants are r a t i o n a l ? Besides having advantages over earlier 
irrational model, the rational choice approach also has significant impact on the 
resource mobilization theory emerges in the 1970s. Organizations are seen as 
engaging in the rational selection of strategies and tactics for the mobilization of 
Several researchers hold this view. Ferre, Myra Marx. 1992. The Political 
Context of Rationality: Rational Choice Theory and Resource Mobilization.， 
Zald, Mayer N. 1992.，Looking Backward to Look Forward: Reflection on the 
，' Past and Future of the Resource Mobilization Research Program.，Both in 
Morris Aldon D. & Carol McClug Mueller (eds.)�Frontiers in Social 
Movement Theory. Yale University. Fireman, Bruce & William A. Gamson. 
1979.，Utilitarian Logic in the Resource Mobilization.' In Zald, Mayer N. & 
John David McCarthy (eds.), The Dynamics of Social Movements. Cambridge: 




However, a strict sense of rationality, the cornerstone of the rational choice 
approach, also invites considerable criticisms. 
Turner (1981) recognized that 'most analyses conducted under the name of 
resource mobilization settle for the much weaker meaning of rationality as simply 
selecting courses of action that foster rather than impair the stated goals of the 
movement. This weak use makes rationality akin to mere purposiveness and does 
not ask whether gains could have been achieved with less cost or greater gains 
achieved by use of a different strategy. 
In other words, a weaker meaning rationality replaces a strict sense of 
rationality. The main reason is that limitations in the use of rationality in social 
movements exist. Firstly, as proposed by Herbert Simon (1957见& 196639)�decision 
makers process information sequentially rather than simultaneously. The process 
often stops when 'the first alternative is evaluated as satisfactory. This is called 
satisficing rationality, which dilutes the purity of optimizing rationality. Secondly, 
there is the existence of expressive behavior of actors in social movements. Such 
expressive behavior disregards whether desired visible consequences will result. 
Turner, 1981，p.9. 
37 Turner, 1981, p. 10. 
•” Simon, Herbert. 1957. Models of Man. New York: John Wiley and Sons. 
39 Simon, Herbert. 1966. Theories of decision-making in economics and 
behavioral science/ In American Economic Association and Royal Economic 
Association. Surveys of Economic Theory Volume III: Resource Allocation. New 
York: St. Martins Press. 
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Actors are instead，aroused over a cause to act, and to act conspicuously and 
dramatically.，4o Thirdly, complex, opaque and slowly evolving situations in social 
movements make assessment of course of actions extremely difficult. 'Consequently, 
most actions must be governed by the accepted symbolic significance attached to 
a course of actions which is the criterion for expressive rather than effect-rational 
behavior.，"" 
Though these limitations of the use of rationality exist, it does not imply that 
people are irrational. As Wang Shaoguang (1995) said, the，existence of non-
rational and irrational elements in largely rational people's behavior however does 
not make them irrational, just as their irrationality could not prevent them from 
behaving in some contexts in non-rational and irrational ways，Accordingly, this 
study adopts a broader definition of rationality that treat maximization and rational 
calculation as variables, not postulates/^ 
The individual calculus also receives many attacks as this postulate 
contradicts the concept of men as social animals. Whether individuals will always 
act to maximize personal benefits and reduce their costs remains doubtful. 
Feire (1992) said that such private interest theory was a kind of one-
dimensional rationality. Three problems are resulted. First, it neglects individual 
40 Turner, 1981，p.ll. 
‘ T u r n e r , 1981，p.ll. 
42 Wang, Shaoguang. 1995. Failure of Charisma - The Cultural Revolution in 
Wuhan, Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, p.7. 
43 ibid, p.7. 
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value and conflicts. The action is too behaviorist and incentives-reduction 
dominates. Individual attitudes and preferences are assumed to be pre-existing and 
stable. Second, it misplaces the emphasis on the free-rider problem. Actors are 
seen as asocial and radically individualized. Third, it assumes individuals as pseudo-
universal, disregarding differences in race, gender, classes etc. 
Debra Friedman and Doug McAdam (1992广 criticized that under the 
conventional rational choice formulation, the individual is too atomistic, neglecting 
individuals' prior ties or group affiliations. 
Bruce Fireman and William A. Gamson (1979) held similar viewpoints. 
They considered that Olson's utilitarian propositions exaggerate self-interest and 
neglect common interests, consciousness raising and solidarity. 
To overcome these limitations, some researches incorporate factors of 
cultural forces into the rational choice formulation. Examples are Edward N. 
Muller's Expectancy-Value-Norms Theory (1979)45 and Karl-Dieter Opp's use of 
public good incentives (1989)46 in the study of political protest. I will do the same 
here. Men are seen as both rational and social animals. Manipulation and rational 
calculation are taken as variables only in this study. Therefore there is flexibility 
M Friedman, Debra & Doug McAdam. 1992. 'Collective Identity and Activism: 
Networks, Choices, and Life of a Social Movement.’ In Morris Aldon D. & 
Carol McClug Mueller (eds.), Frontiers in Social Movement Theory. Yale 
University. 
Muller, Edward. N. 1979. Aggressive Political Participation. Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press. 
46 Opp, Karl-Dieter. 1989. The Rationality of Political Protest - a comparative 
analysis of Rational Choice Theory. Colorado & London: Westview Press, Inc. 
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allowing cultural forces come into play in the determination of political 
participation. This is the focus of the next section. 
It should be noted that despite various criticisms'* ,^ Olson's concept of free-
rider and selective incentives remain as useful explanations in social movements. 
However, these two concepts are not the whole stoiy of non-participation and 
participation. The free riders phenomenon remains to be overcome but not 
necessarily through the provision of selective incentives. Explanatory power of the 
two depends on many factors like objective constraints, perceived efficacy of actions 
and ideological orientation etc. How they apply in the local context will be looked 
into in later chapters. 
The Cultural Approach 
Before the rational choice approach became dominant, there were many 
cultural studies investigating political participation and social movement. Alienation 
was once a popular variable but it seems to yield limited predictive ability. There 
were also social disorganization theorists like Hobsbawn and Komhauser who 
explained collective action from a structural view. However, it is difficult to 
operationalize their arguments or test them in a specific social context. 
A resurgence of the cultural approach has appeared in recent years in 
>» 
47 Sidney Tarrow (1992) even said that Olson's propositions are generalized from 
economic associations and not applicable to social movements. See 
，Mentalities, Political Cultures, and Collective Action Frames: Constructing 
Meanings through Action.，In Morris, Aldon D. & Carol McClug Mueller 
(eds.)�Frontiers in Social Movement Theory. Yale University. 
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response to the inadequacy of the rational choice approach. 
In contrast with the free-rider in the rational choice approach, the cultural 
base of social movements assumes a more sociological understanding of the actor. 
Actors are seen as socially embedded with loyalties, obligations, identities, social 
networks, grievances, values and ideology.站 
Besides assuming that actors are social animals, this approach also 
emphasizes social constructionism. This concerns how 'persons become active 
participants in the construction of meaning within a specific location."*^ 'Social 
locations intersect and overlap in providing cultural materials that are drawn upon 
by a meaning-constructing actor who participates with others in interpreting a sense 
of grievances, resources and opportunities/^® 
In other words, meanings and ideas should not be treated as given but are 
rather social production during the course of interactive processes.^^ 
While the rational choice approach emphasizes a self-centered individual as 
the level of analysis, this cultural approach involves a mesh between the individual 
Mueller, Carol McClug. 1992.，Building Social Movement Theory/ In Morris, 
Aldon D. & Carol McClug Mueller (eds.), Frontier in Social Movement Theory. 
Yale University. 
49 ibid, P.7. 
50 ibid, P.7. 
51 Snow, David A. & Robert D. Benford. 1992.，Master Frames and Cycles of 
Protests.' In Morris, Aldon D. & Carol McClug Mueller (eds.), Frontiers in 
Social Movement Theory. Yale University. 
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and the social system.^^ 
Two important concepts I emphasize in this study are solidarity and 
consciousness. They are intricately linked together and are critical in determining 
participation in the welfare campaign. The definitions I adopt come from William 
A. Garrison (1992). 
Solidarity is the mesh between the individual and social system. It concerns 
，how individuals develop and maintain loyalty and commitment to collective actors -
that is, to groups and organizations.'^^ Gamson conceived that pre-existing 
relationships can promote solidarity especially when risk is high. More so, 
organizational forms 'that support and sustain the personal needs of participants 
and embody the movement's collective identity'^Van also increase solidarity. 
However, Gamson also noted that social support can become social pressure and 
that tyranny may exist in the network of social support. 
Consciousriess involves the mesh between the individual and cultural system. 
It concerns，how the meaning that individuals give to a social situation becomes a 
shared definition implying collective ac t ion .Gamson analyzed that there are two 
aspects of consciousness. The cognitive level concerns，schemata，and，scripts，. 
52 Gamson, William A. 1992. 'The Social Psychology of Collective Action/ In 
Morris Aldon D. & Carol McClug Mueller (eds.), Frontiers in Social 
Movement Theory. Yale University. 
53 Gamson, 1992, p.55. 
54 Gamson, 1992，p.61. 
55 Gamson, 1992，p.55. 
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Actors are seen as active processors who construct meaning. The cultural level 
concerns social cultural process that offers structured meanings to the passive 
actors. Doug McAdam (1982)^^ proposed that there are three ways of change of 
consciousness or cognitive liberation: first, the system loses legitimacy; second, 
people who are fatalistic begin to demand for changes; third, they begin to 
experience a sense of political efficacy. 
Solidarity and consciousness are constructed within a social context of 
interaction. In this study, I will focus on two aspects of social interaction. They are 
micromobilization and framing. It is in such context that solidarity and consciousness 
are constructed, and successful mobilization of recipients becomes possible. 
Micromobilization emphasizes social construction process, primary group 
interactions, informal social networks etc. It 'encompasses a variety of contexts in 
which face-to-face interaction is the social setting from which meanings critical to 
the interpretation of collective identities, grievances, and opportunities are created, 
interpreted and transformed. It also focuses on the way group organizations are 
reinforced.'57 
During the action episodes, solidarity and consciousness are built up. Once 
individuals are involved in actions, their world view will change and they will 
acquire new collective identity. Such changes take place through discussions among 
participants in collective action as well as direct confrontations with opponents, 
v> 
56 McAdam, Doug. 1982. Political Process and the Development of Black 
Insurgency, 1930-1970. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Mueller, 1992，p. 10. 
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competitors and spectators. Therefore action episodes are both independent and 
dependent variables.^^ For example, studies of Eric Hirsch (1990)59 and Rick 
Fantasia (1988)^ supported that action episodes tend to strengthen solidarity, 
generate positive success expectations and form collective identities. 
Gamson, A. William, Bruce Fireman and Steven Rytina (1982)^ ^ conceived 
that micromobilization study should center on different kinds of encounters, 
including recruitment meetings, internal meetings, mass media encounters, 
encounters with allies, encounters with countermovement groups and encounters 
with authorities. Much analysis in this study is based on information on such 
encounters collected in my field study. 
Gamson et al conceived that there are different types of mobilizing acts. One 
is organizing acts. Organizing acts aim at increasing capacity, loyalty and solidarity 
of potential challengers as well as managing internal conflicts. Another type is 
divesting acts which aim at voiding obligations to the authority, handling fears 
about making a scene and personalizing responsibility. 
58 Klandermans, Bert. 1992. The Social Construction of Protest and 
Multiorganizational Fields.，In Morris Aldon D. & Carol McClug Mueller 
(eds.)�Frontiers in Social Movement Theory. Yale University. 
59 Hirsh, Eric. 1990.，Sacrifice for the Cause: The Impact of Group Processes on 
Recruitment and Commitment in Protest Movements.，American Sociological 
Review 55: 243-254. 
•”恥 Fantasia, Rick. 1987. Cultures of Solidarity: Studies in Consciousness and Action 
among Contemporary American Workers. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 
61 Gamson, William A” Bruce Fireman & Steven Rytina. 1982. Encounters with 
Unjust Authority. Homewood, III: Dorsey. 
- 30 
、 
A concept inseparable from micromobilization, framing, was brought into the 
field by David A. Snow and his colleagues (1986^^ & 1992). They argued that 
framing is a necessary condition for participation. 
Snow first defines加me alignment in 1986. It is，the linkage of individual and 
SM063 interpretive orientations, such that some set of individual interests, values 
and beliefs and SMO activities, goals, and ideology are congruent and 
complementary.'^ Frame alignment cannot be assumed or taken for granted as 'it 
is temporally variable and subject to reassessment and renegotiation.'^^ In 1992, they 
elaborated on the concept but instead used the term framing, which denotes an 
active process derived phenomenon that implies agency and contention at the level 
of reality construction.'^ The products of such framing activity is called，collective 
action frames'. Frame denotes，Schemata of interpretation that enable individuals 
"to locate, perceive, identify, and label" occurrences within their life space and the 
world at large.，67 ’ 
Snow et al (1986) proposed that there are four functions of frames: (1) 
62 Snow, David A., E. Burke Rochford Jr., Steven K. Worden & Robert D. 
Benford. 1986.，Frame Alignment Processes, Micromobilization, and 
Movement Participation.' American Sociological Review 51:461-181. 
63 SMO stands for social movement organizations. 
M Snow et al, 1986，p.464. 
，,65 Snow et al, 1986，p.476. 
M Snow et al, p.l36. 
67 Snow et al, 1986，p.464. 
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punctuation: activists single out some existing social conditions and define it as 
unjust, intolerable, deserving of corrective action; (2) diagnostic attributions: 
activists identify culpable agents to blame for some problematic conditions; (3) 
prognostic attributions: activists suggest actions for ameliorating problems and 
assign persons responsible for the actions; and (4) articulation: activists give 
meanings to events and experience so that they are interconnected and unified. 
Snow et al criticized that the breakdown perspective and the rational choice 
approach neglect grievance interpretation and view participation as static. These 
approaches also overgeneralize recruitment and participation process across 
different social movements. Framing, on the other hand, signifies the importance 
of ideas and meaning construction missing in previous approaches. Frame alignment 
process can thus be seen as，a conceptual bridge linking social psychology and 
resource mobilization views on movement participation.'^ 
The significance of framing also lies in its link between the active and passive 
aspects of consciousness. As mentioned earlier, Gamson (1992) proposed that 
schemata and scripts are the cognitive aspect of consciousness while sociocultural 
process is the cultural aspect. The former assumes an active and structuring actor. 
The latter assumes a passive and structured actor. The two levels can be bridged by 
framing. In other words, frames are products which shape actors' consciousness but 
they also result from active construction of social movement activists. 
ti 
In this study, Fll look into how solidarity is formed in the group and how 
68 Snow et al, 1986，p.464. 
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the social workers construct welfare right frame and justice frame in different action 
episodes in order to induce transformation in members. Such •cultural forces work 
‘ well with selective incentives. They are important factors that overcome the problem 
of free-riders and the opposing forces of participation in the welfare campaign. 
Collection of Data 
Between January 1995 and May 1995，I conducted 18 one to one in-depth 
interviews with 12 members, all women recipients, of EGDC. Some were 
interviewed once and some twice. Each interview lasted for one and a half hour to 
two hours. Information concerning their personal profile, participation in EGDC 
activities, social life, views on welfare matters etc was collected. 
Probability sampling is not feasible in this study, mainly because not many 
women recipients of EGDC are willing to open themselves to strangers and talk of 
their experience ahd feelings. As a result, members of EGDC has to be approached 
individually and it took time to seek their agreement to be interviewees. In 
addition, the social workers asked me not to propose the interviews myself because 
in this way members might be too embarrassed to refuse me even if they were 
unwilling to accept the interviews. 
Most of the 12 interviewees in this study were chosen by Miss Candy Lee, 
one of the social workers of EGDC. She approached both the active and the 
quieter members and then explained to them of my study. Those who accepted the 
interviews became my interviewees. 
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Among these 12 interviewees, I categorize 5 of them as core members and 
7 as peripheral members of EGDC. By core members, I mean those who expressed 
� enthusiasm in demanding the government for welfare rights. They have more 
encounters (like meetings with officials and protests) with the authority in order to 
campaign for better welfare services. They are also committed to take part in such 
actions in future. The rest of the members are considered as in the periphery of the 
welfare campaign and are categorized as peripheral members. This group mainly 
take part in the educational and social activities organized by EGDC. 
Despite differences in the extent of participation, both the core and 
peripheral members I interviewed share similar social and economic background 
(see Appendix I). Their ages range between 31 and 45. All are family heads with 
dependant children. The duration of their receiving social security payment ranges 
from 10 months to 5 years. Most did not finish primary education and have 
experience doing manual work. Nine of them came from China. One came from 
Taiwan and two were bom in Hong Kong. All are now living in public estates. 
Except two, who are Christians, all interviewees have no religion. To protect 
privacy, all recipients' names used in this study are fictional. 
Besides conducting in-depth interviews, I also made observations in 19 field 
studies between November 1994 and May 1995 (see Appendix II). They include the 
forums, meetings of the concern groups, meeting with government officials and 
Vi 
social gatherings etc. During this period, EGDC has not staged any demonstrations. 
In the above occasions, I did not participate in any discussions or voice my opinion, 
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but just observed and tried to get familiar with the members. 
Other sources of information include government documents, newsletters and 




ChJ The Empowerment Process 
Interviews with several social workers in the welfare campaign in Hong Kong 
suggest that participation in the campaign produces changes or induces growth in 
the recipients. For example, Mr. Ng Wai Tung, community organizer of the Elderly 
Rights League, observed that elderly recipients of the group who took part in the 
campaign came to recognize the importance of elderly rights in general.^^ Ms. Chu 
So Hing, welfare worker of Kun Fuk Womens' Rights Association, also found that 
as members, mostly vulnerable and dependent women who have been abused by 
their husbands, learned more on welfare rights, they became more confident and 
independent^® Some participants even undergo dramatic transformation. Ms. Ku 
Shui Ling, spokesperson of the Concern Group on Single Parents, is herself a 
recipient turned activist. Over a period of 5 years, Ku, a single parent with 
dependent children, managed to earn her own living and even mobilize other 
、 
recipient to join the welfare campaignJ^ 
Such phenomenon is also observed in the welfare campaign staged by 
EGDC. The changes occurred can be characterized as a process of empowerment. 
By empowerment, I mean the development of resources that enable a recipient to 
• 69 From an interview with Ng on 22 Oct 1994. He is one of the community 
organizers of Society For Community Organization (SOCO) and the Elderly 
” Rights League. The latter is operated mainly by the elderly themselves and 
is a project under SOCO. 
70 
From an interview with Chu on 3 December 1994. 
71 From an interview with Ku on 16 November 1994. 
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fight for better social security services. Resources can be knowledge, confidence, 
organizing skills, support network, ideological commitment, psychological readiness 
� etc. It is through participation in EGDC activities that individual members become 
equipped, capable of recognizing her needs, the services she deserves, the means 
to achieve a better living and the momentum to stage actions. 
This dynamics does not occur all at once. Instead it is a gradual 
transformation for a group of deprived, vulnerable, lowly educated and formally 
dependent single parents. Some ideas and programs provided by EGDC are readily 
accepted by the members but certain stimuli like the initiation of a demonstration 
may be so novel that members put up resistance. 
In other words, though many sources of change are provided by EGDC, they 
do not entirely determine the result or completely transform a member. If are so 
powerful, all members will have been successfully empowered. The reality is that 
resistance exists.，Not all members are receptive to the sources of change. 
Empowerment thus depends not only on time but also on the affinity between the 
orientations of the organizations and the individuals. 
This in turn leads to the differentiation of the core members from the 
peripheral members. The former have undergone relatively dramatic changes. They 
may not have turned to activists, but they are now radically different from what they 
were when they first joined EGDC. In this chapter I concentrate on the dynamics 
of these core members, trying to delineate the changes in the behavioral, cognitive, 
social and temperamental level. 
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A Behavioral Change: The Becoming of a Demonstrator 
Ms. Au，a 37-year-old mother, started to receive social security payment five 
years ago when her husband was put in jail. She used to enjoy relatively good 
economic situation in China. Now she strives to make ends meet while having to 
look after her children, one of the mentally retarded (mild). Six months after she 
joined EGDC, she demonstrated for the first time in her life outside the Governor's 
House. She also comes to believe in the usefulness of protests. 
Ms. Fung was driven out by her husband three years ago when she was 
pregnant. She joined EGDC in August 1993. Since then she has met with officials, 
including LegCo councilors and SWD officials for 5 to 6 times. She accepted TV 
interviews and also took part in demonstrations. 
As a 31-year-old widow, Ms. Kan not only expresses her opinion 
enthusiastically during meetings with officials, but also takes the initiative to 
encourage fellow members to stage social actions. She also discusses with the social 
workers of EGDC on tactics to mobilize and unite fellow members. 
To those recipients outside the welfare campaign, these three core members 
may be seen as some kind of radical pioneers or crusaders. However, before these 
core members joined EGDC, they seemed to be no different from the rest of the 
recipients. They did not dream of being a protestor or having the chance to meet 
“ w i t h government officials or the LegCo councilors. They were just ordinary single 
parents, spending most of their time looking after their children and doing 
housework. How they have the chance to engage in the welfare campaign all starts 
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with joining EGDC. 
Joining EGDC 
EGDC recruit members in several ways. As mentioned in Ch.l, the first 
recruitment in January 1993 was done by sending gift coupons to the recipients in 
Tsuen Wan. 15 to 20 members joined EGDC in this way and it is in this group that 
many core members are found. 
Ms. Au is among the first group of members. In the Chinese New Year of 
1993, i.e. when she has just moved to Shek Wai Kok Estate for a year, she was told 
by an official at the social security field unit that EGDC was going to distribute 
Chinese New Year gifts to the recipients. Chan went to collect clothes, red pockets 
and candies, thinking that after the event, she would have nothing to do with 
EGDC. However, during the occasion, EGDC registered her name, address and 
telephone number. Au later went shopping with other members she met at EGDC. 
These are her initial encounters with EGDC. 
Ms. Ho, 37-year-old divorcee with two girls, gives us another typical picture 
of the first encounter with strangers in a grassroots group. Like many others, her 
feelings have been hurt and trust betrayed because of a broken marriage. She 
belongs to those who have no alternatives other than becoming a recipient and 
those who have lost the sense of security. 
Here's her recall of her joining the group, also in the Chinese New Year in 
1993. 
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'An official at the social security field unit at Kwai Chung told me 
EGDC was going to give out gifts to the recipients. So I went to collect the 
gifts. The staffs were so polite and so young. I was astonished. I suffered much 
before. I did not trust these people at all. I was also shocked to find that there 
were male staffs. They were so nice to the recipients. I did not believe that 
people can be so good. So I called back the official at the field unit and asked 
him what this was about. He comforted me and assured me that the group was . 
okay... I also felt offended in that occasion because there were some rich 
people, dressed beautifully, who helped to distribute the gifts. I did not say 
anything but just watched others.' 
Ms. Ho did not register as member then. In the second time, she went to an 
EGDC meeting with her 6-year-old daughter. She refused to introduce herself 
before fellow recipients because she did not trust them. She only told the social 
workers her name, but not her telephone number or address. It was until the fourth 
encounter that her worry subsided. Ms. Ho said: 
'In the fourth encounter, I took part in a New Year gathering with my 
daughter. She had a good time but I was still afraid the social workers might not 
treat us well in future. At the end of the day, I took a photo with my daughter. 
I asked Ms. Y. Chan (one of the social workers of EGDC) to guarantee that I 
would be given back the photo. She agreed. I felt she understood my worry. 
After that occasion I was less afraid of the group.' 
Besides the gift coupon plan, members were also recruited through special 
booths set by EGDC in the markets in different public estates. This kind of booths 
were designed to provide help on matters like housing for recipients. At the same 
time, social workers at the booth promoted EGDC activities and tried to recruit 
members. 
No matter how members were recruited, they shared two similarities. 
First, members only had little understanding of EGDC when they registered 
as members. They were not aware that it is a group that campaigns for better 
welfare services. Take Ms. Chow as an example. Chow, a 37-year-old divorcee, ran 
into an EGDC booth in the market in early 1993. Ms. Y. Chan, who was on duty 
AO 
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at the booth, encouraged Chow to come to EGDC activities and talk with other 
members. Chan also told Chow that she could leam about welfare policy if she 
‘ joined the group. Chow found it interesting and registered as member. The above 
information was all Chow knew of EGDC at that time. 
Ms. Fung, a 29-year-old mother of one, also joined EGDC through the 
market booth. In the interview I asked whether she knew what EGDC did at the 
time she registered as member. Fung said Ms. Y. Chan probably has told her some 
information about EGDC but she did not recall anything now. 
Therefore to say that recipients join EGDC because they want to campaign 
for better payment is groundless. It is equally groundless to say that EGDC attracts 
mainly those who have a tendency to support the welfare campaign. 
A second similarity shared by the members further supports the above 
argument. The recruitment process shows that recipients did not seek to join EGDC 
or any community' groups. They were simply notified by others of the existence of 
EGDC, or just happened to leam about it, like hearing from friends or running into 
EGDC booths in the market. In both cases recipients played a relatively passive role 
in the process of recruitment. Though all recipients are potential members of 
EGDC, only some have the chance to encounter the group, before they choose 
whether to join it. One may regard that one is，lucky，to have the opportunity to 
know about EGDC. Generally there were few recipients who took the initiative to 
make contact with EGDC in order to fulfill certain expectations or in order to join 
the welfare campaign. 
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In other words, members knew little about EGDC when they were still 
recruits and that many recipients joined EGDC only after they happened to leam 
� about the group. The implication is that EGDC members probably were just regular 
recipients in the beginning. They had no particular orientation as far as the welfare 
campaign is concerned. In fact they did not quite know EGDC stages social actions 
in the early stage. I will thus argue that to a considerable extent, there is no 
systematic difference between EGDC recruits and other recipients who do not join 
the group. The changes some EGDC members undergo later do not originate from 
a systematic difference. They change not because they possess some characteristics 
that non-EGDC members do not have. They change because of some stimuli and 
impact they get from EGDC and from the experience of participation. 
The Participation 
Most members get familiar with fellow members and the social workers by 
attending the mutual help group forums. The forums are the central and 
fundamental activity. They are held regularly, offering members a chance to get to 
know one another. 
There are separate forums for members living in Tsuen Wan, Tsing Yi and 
Kwun Tong. The meeting time is Saturday afternoons and they are held once every 
several weeks. Agenda is set by the social workers, sometimes in response to current 
welfare issues and thus is flexible in nature. For example, forums in Tsuen Wan 
from January to May 1995 covered agenda like evaluation of the remedial class, 
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evaluation of EGDC activities, briefing on the calculation of payment, discussion 
on the objectives and functions of EGDC, the setting up of a new independent 
‘ recipients group etc. 
The core members are active participants in the forums. It is because they 
get much satisfaction from the forums that they begin to take part in other 
activities. Therefore the forums are a critical starting point for the recruits. Whether 
they bring individual members benefits influence their extent of participation in 
other types of activities. Let's see how two of the core members comment on the 
forums. Ms. Chow said: 
，I attend most of the mutual help group forums... I do not find the 
agenda overlapped or redundant. In the meetings, members chat with one 
another and express their opinion. We can also ask the social workers whatever 
questions we have. It is pretty good... Atmosphere is good. I feel comfortable 
to say what I feel . It is not the same in meetings of other community groups 
because members of other community groups are single parents but not 
necessarily recipients. In EGDC, members have similar background. I feel more 
secured to talk about myself.' 
Ms. Ho said: 
’I attend nearly all meetings. We discuss issues like the difficulties 
encountered by members, channels of complaints and how SWD officials 
answered our demands... Sometimes I am keen on voicing my view, especially 
about issues that concern my interests... I feel very happy in the meetings 
because members can say what problems they encounter and they can get help 
from others. Seeing others get help also makes me happy.' 
Once members enjoy themselves in the forums, it is likely that they are 
willing to take part in other activities like the social gatherings and to join sub-
groups like the concern group on procedural matters and the concern group on 
payment. In fact, several concern group meetings are also held in Saturday 
afternoons. Members attend these meetings out of a habit of attending all Saturday 
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afternoon meetings. Some just treat the concern group meetings and the forums the 
same, seeing all of them as EGDC meetings. 
‘ Members who like the forums also tend to enjoy other services provided by 
EGDC, like taking the literacy class and the remedial class (for their children). For 
example. Ms. Chow participates in nearly all kinds of activities whenever she has 
time. She likes all kinds of activities and the frequency of participation is 2 to 3 
times a week. Besides going to the forums and social gatherings, she has also joined 
three concern groups, taken the literacy class and had her daughter take the 
remedial class. The case of Ms. Kan is similar. She takes part in all activities except 
when she had no time. Once she planned to join several concern groups but did not 
only because the social workers asked her to choose among them. 
As time goes by, these active members come into contact with the foremost 
element of the welfare campaign. They meet with government officials and even 
take part in demonstrations. Through such experience, participants become further 
committed to the social actions and come to believe in the meaning and efficacy of 
the welfare campaign. It should be noted that nearly all EGDC members have 
never engaged in any political activities. Only a few have voting experience. To 
them, social actions are completely novel ideas. To take part in them is to accept 
a breakthrough in their role in the society. The experience produces significant 
impact on the participants and reinforce their being core members in EGDC. 
Here is retrospection of some core members on their participation in social 
actions. 
‘ kk 
Ms. Ho recalled meeting with the Secretary for Health and Welfare and 
several SWD officials in Lai King community center in 1994. She estimated she has 
“ attended such meetings four other times. She said: 
’I have acted as spokesperson of the group during some meetings. Once 
I talked about the need of patients of long-term illness to claim for taxi fee and 
that the government should give them more allowance. I am not the one who 
suffered most, but I am representing other recipients to express their 
grievances... I have not heard of any answers form the government, but the 
authority said officials would meet with us again later. This has not realized 
yet... The meetings just wast time. The officials do not want to take the 
responsibility to help you. They will not offer what you demand... I still go to 
the meetings because not all officials are unreasonable. I will see next time 
whether they say yes to our demands. Effects of the meetings will show only in 
the long run. I tell myself not to give up.， 
Ho also has taken part in protests 2 to 3 times. She said: 
，I did not take part in the protest in Mid-Autumn Festival in 1993 
because I have gone to China. I took part in the one outside the Governor's 
House at the same time in 1994，where protesters demanded the authority to 
increase standard rates for children and gave a box of mooncake to the 
Governor... I went to the protest because no one will know our difficulties if we 
do not speak out... The more the participants, the better it is because demands 
will be stronger... I do not find the protests useless. I understand that there are 
quite a number of recipients in Hong Kong and expenditure on social security 
payment is great. So the government cannot answer our demands at once... as 
long as we continue to campaign, the government will solve our problems one 
day. If we do not express our wishes, the government will not even know our 
dissatisfaction.’ 
Ms. Kan has met with the officials about 10 times, signed petition letters 
once and protested outside the Governor's House, the LegCo building and the 
General Secretariat building. She said: 
The meetings are not useless.. I can voice my opinion and this makes 
me feel more comfortable. The officials often find excuses to refuse our 
demands, but I get the contact numbers of the senior officials from the meeting. 
I can then make complaints by calling them when I am treated unfairly by the 
, junior officials…I have been the spokesperson in several protests…Recently the 
government announced an additional sum of $205 for children. Protests only 
work when there are many participants like 200 to 300.1 am optimistic that 
pressure on the government is effective. Demands like cheaper bus fare may not 
be met immediately, but they may become true in 1 or 2 years. Of course I have 
felt disappointed in the past because some demands were refused.' 
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In general, core members have more encounters with the authority, whether 
in the form of a protest or a meeting. They take part in such social actions out of 
more or less the same considerations. This commonness enables cooperation and 
consensus that are essential in collective action. 
First, they share the objective of increasing social security payment. To them, 
the amount of payment plays a determining role in their living standard An 
important part of their daily tive is to try to make ends meet. When asked what 
aspect of the social security system need improvement most, nearly all EGDC 
members said it was the amount of payment. 
Second, they perceive that participation in protests plays an important 
function, i.e. to exert pressure on the government so that there can be 
improvement. Ms. Au said that protests could create pressure, making the 
government respond to their demands and let the public leam about the welfare 
campaign. Ms. Chow also found that the protests would be useless if there were 
only few participants. Ms. Fung said that the more the participants, the more 
powerful the campaign would be and there would be a greater chance of success. 
These core members will not take part in the protests only when they encounter 
certain situational constraints, like when their children are sick or have 
examinations, when the protest venue is too far away, or when they are not in Hong 
Kong. 
Third, the core members believe in the efficacy of social actions. This is an 
indispensable factor that encourages participation. Such belief is not an expectation 
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of absolute success of the welfare campaign. Instead it is a relatively realistic 
expectation. They do not assess efficacy of the welfare campaign basing on whether 
demands are granted in individual protests or meetings. They recognize that the 
government may not say yes to their demands every time, but will make 
improvement sometimes. They do not expect a satisfactory increase in payment all 
at once. The effects will only show in the long run. 
Such optimistic perception of efficacy is not groundless. The core members 
consider that past efforts did yield success, though not very significant. Here are 
their assessment of the achievements. Ms. Chow said: 
'EGDC is a successful community group…For instance, after the 
protest in Mid-Autumn Festival in 1993，payment for children was increased by 
$100. After the protest at the same time in 1994，the government promised to 
increase $200 by April 1995. These changes were brought by the pressure 
exerted by EGDC on the government/ 
Ms. Ho said: 
The achievements include enabling recipients to claim for telephone 
charges and long-term transportation costs to the hospital.' 
Members also cited that because of past actions, attitudes of the officials at 
the field units have improved. There were fewer bulling cases. 
Fourth, the core members have consensus on the form of social actions to 
take. They prefer dialogue to protests. That's why meetings with officials are more 
frequent than demonstrations. More so, they only accept peaceful actions because 
they usually bring their children to the meetings or protests. This consensus removes 
obstacles as far as strategic questions are concerned Once members agree to 
participate in a meeting or a demonstration, all they need to decide is the date, 
" A7 
venue and spokesperson. In fact, these are more important issues to decide than the 
form of social action. To secure a larger number of participants, the date must not 
clash with the children's school timetable and the action must not sacrifice time 
doing household drudgery. The venue should not be far away or it will be too 
expensive and troublesome to bring the children along. 
The political activity the core members have only limits to the welfare 
campaign. Outside welfare matters, they are no less different from the political 
passive mass in Hong Kong. This is reflected by the extent of participation in a 
regular political activity in Hong Kong, i.e. voting. Only one of the core members 
I interviewed said she probably would vote. Most have not voted and do not 
understand voting matters. The core members also seldom engage in political 
discussion with friends or family members. It is probable that participation in the 
welfare campaign is a distinct experience for the core members. They may not 
regard it as a fomrof political participation at all. The efficacy, urgency or meaning 
they find in the social actions in the welfare campaign are not perceived in other 
political activities. Experiences gained in the welfare campaign have not been 
generalized into other kinds of political participation. 
Cognitive and Social Changes: 
The Removal of Ignorance, Diffidence and Isolation 
“ A change in the extent of participation does not occur in a vacuum. It is 
accompanied by transformation in the cognitive, social and temperamental domains. 
Changes in one domain strengthen changes in others. They interact in the 
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empowerment process. 
The Power of Knowledge 
Cognitive changes or transformation in consciousness are not just obvious 
but essential because recipients are generally ignorant of welfare matters. Receiving 
relevant education helps them cope with their economic situation and daily life. 
Knowledge also helps to remove diffidence and low self esteem which are resulted 
from ignorance. By ignorance, I mean recipients know little about the social security 
services they enjoy. They do not know how to do the calculation and what items of 
expenses they can claim for. They also do not know whether their payment has been 
deducted unfairly or what channels are available for filing complaints against the 
officials. 
To a large extent, EGDC members regard that SWD has not released 
enough information to the public. Pamphlets on different social security services are 
available from the field units but they only outline basic policy and general 
information. SWD did not publish recipients handbook until recent years. However, 
they are not distributed to all recipients. One can only read the handbook at the 
social security field units. Many EGDC members find this inconvenient as one has 
to go to the field unit personally just to look for one piece of information. Many 
recipients were not aware of its existence until EGDC told them about it. In 
addition, not all officials at the field units take the initiative to inform recipients 
where they can obtain relevant information. 
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Like the recipients, the social workers of EGDC also find it hard to grasp 
information on social security payment. For instance, it is until Spring 1994, i.e. 
after EGDC has worked on the recipients' project for 2 years, that the social 
workers discovered there are all together 43 items of expenses that recipients can 
claim for from SWD?: This piece of information is not available to the recipients 
and is not stated in the recipients，handbook, but in a document for the Advisory 
Committee on Social Welfare. It is not astonishing to find that 38 out of the 43 
items are only claimed for by fewer than 10% of all recipients. It is not the 
recipients who choose not to claim for expenses on school fee, medical fee, 
extracurricular activity (for students aged under 18), repairs to household goods or 
baby-sitting. It's simply they do not know there are such provisions. 
Because of lack of knowledge, recipients just accept whatever amount they 
receive. At the same time they cut expenses as much as they can, not knowing that 
certain reimbursement is available. The situation is worsened by attitude problem 
of the officials at the social security field units. Bullies by the officials are not 
uncommon among the recipients. Many EGDC members complained in the 
interviews as well as the forums that recipients are treated unfairly by the officials. 
Some officials are rude and some are impatient to answer queries. Some make 
recipients embarrassed and uneasy by asking why they always want more money. Of 
course some members are treated well but the worry of bullies discourage them to 
This list of items is stated in a document named Distribution of CSSA 
Recipients Claiming Reimbursement by Type of Special Grants. Document code 
is SWD 6/67/370/48 Jan 1995. 
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raise queries about welfare matters. 
However, complaints against the officials are not common. It is because firsts 
recipients do not know how to file complaints; and second，they dare not risk 
offending the officials. Their ignorance, powerlessness and thus dependence on the 
officials on money matters trap them in a vulnerable situation. 
This presents a vicious circle. The government does not take the initiative 
to tell recipients what services are available. These recipients know little about what 
reimbursements are available, which application for reimbursement is approved, and 
how monthly payment is calculated. This creates a vulnerable situation, making 
recipients lack the courage to ask officials to clarify any queries or file any 
complaints. They remain as ignorant as ever. 
What EGDC does is to break this circle. Members learn information about 
calculation, procedures, channels of complaints etc in the forums and especially 
meetings of the Concern Group on Payment and the Concern Group on Procedural 
Matters. These benefits are valued highly by the core members. 
Ms. All said: 
’I am now bold enough to challenge and question officials at the social 
security field unit. They dare not bully me. It is because I have learned from 
EGDC social workers and fellow members that I have the right to enjoy certain 
social security services.' 
Ms. Chow has similar experiences. She said: 
’Now I have a much better understanding of social welfare policy. I 
‘ found it very confusing in the past. Now I also learn what kind of expenses I can 
claim for from the field unit. As I am sure of certain information and the rights 
I enjoy, I dare to ask the official to clarify ccrtain queries. I am also aware of 
the channels for filing complaints against the officials. 
Both Au and Chow's comments reflect that besides welfare information, 
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recipients also leam the notion of welfare right from EGDC. They come to realize 
that as citizens, they enjoy the right to be taken care of and to get financial support 
in times of difficulties. The government has the obligation to spend money on the 
poor. This is a kind of cognitive liberation from the common perception that it's 
shameful to be poor and to have to get money from others. What EGDC does is 
to encourage recipients to abandon these old ideas and to internalize the welfare 
right concept. This is somewhat like brainwashing, but of course in a positive way. 
Ms. Kan is one of those who have undergone such liberation. She said: 
，I believe in welfare right. It is not something out of pity. My husband 
did pay tax before he died. Now the government has the responsibility to 
provide me with welfare services. If I am able to earn my living, I will not have 
chosen to depend on welfare payment.' ‘ 
Ms. Au has a vivid account of her change of thoughts. She said: 
’I have encountered people who regard that social security payment is 
something out of pity. Once a medical social worker at Kwai Chung Hospital 
asked me not to ask for so much payment. She said my daughter, who is 
mentally retarded, was only qualified to get a smaller amount of payment. Social 
workers should,be helpful, but this one is not. It's sad. I told her that I did not 
work just because I have to take care of the children. However, she blamed my 
poverty on my laziness. She also asked why I did not find a job. This incident 
makes my children very unhappy …In the past, I also thought that social security 
payment is something out of pity. Even if the amount I received was wrongly 
calculated, I would not ask for more. It's after joining EGDC that I am aware 
that welfare is a right.’ 
Whether it is the acquisition of information or the recognition of welfare 
right, cognitive changes are indispensable elements that accompany the formation 
of core members and the encouragement of participation in the welfare campaign. 
« Cognitive changes thus perform two functions. First, knowledge serves as an 
important resource possessed by the recipients. It does not only help them cope 
better with their money matters but also help the development of confidence. It 
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makes them feel equipped, certain and safe from bullies. This sense of personal 
efficacy is a prior condition of perceived efficacy in social actions. It's unlikely that 
a timid, diffident recipient with low self-esteem has enough courage to press the 
government for more money. 
Second, recipients realize that they have the right to enjoy welfare services 
and thus the right and the need to fight for reasonable services, especially when 
they are receiving inadequate treatment. The welfare campaign is justified. This 
removes a major obstacle to participation in protest. Recipients who do not believe 
in welfare right may on the other hand find it totally over the top to ask the 
government for more money when the government is already having pity on them. 
From Isolation to Solidarity 
Another domain of change is the social world of the recipients. The core 
members are a group that have developed an intimate relationship with fellow 
recipients, the social workers, or both, in EGDC. Before they joined EGDC, they 
remained isolated This has two meanings. 
First, many core members had a narrow social circle. They had few friends 
and little social life. They underwent the same routine everyday. They took care of 
the children, went shopping, did house work, made sure the children finish their 
homework and cooked for the family. In weekends, they did not often go out or 
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meet friends or lunch outside. In other words, their daily life was characterized by 
monotony, not to say boredom. 
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Several factors explain this phenomenon. An important one is economic 
difficulty. Recipients spend most on essential needs and spare little on leisure, 
something considered as luxurious. Take Ms. Ho as an example. She and her 
daughter receive about $2000 a month plus grants on rent and school fee. Every 
month she pays for rent and school fee first and spends the rest on food, and finally 
saves as much as she can. There is little spending on social activities. Similarly, Ms. 
Au pays for rents, water bill and electricity bill first. The rest is spent on food，the 
quality of which depends on how much money is left after deducting necessary 
expenses. In addition, the family has to spend several hundreds each month on 
medical expenses and transportation expenses that cannot be claimed for. These 
medical expenses concern visiting private clinics and the transportation costs 
concern visiting her husband in jail. She described the economic situation as very 
tight. 
Many recipients have almost no social network. Quite a number are 
immigrants from China. They have no family members in Hong Kong after they are 
divorced, separated or widowed. Furthermore, not many recipients have worked in 
Hong Kong and have colleagues to turn to for support. Most recipients I 
interviewed also do not have religion and thus lack religious life and church 
support. 
In addition, the recipients are occupied with problems commonly 
encountered by single parent families. Examples are children's educational and 
behavioral problems, economic difficulty, housing problems and marriage problems. 
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These factors create much pressure. Depression and low self-esteem of recipients 
are not rare. This further prevents them from opening themselves，seeking 
friendship, enjoying normal leisure and reaching out for support. 
A second meaning of isolation refers to the separation among the general 
recipients. For recipients who do not join any community groups, at most they only 
know a few friends who are also recipients. This is a major obstacle to collective 
action. Without any organization, recipients dispersed throughout the territory will 
care for their personal plight. Even if individual recipients feel the need and have 
the courage to challenge any unfair social security policy, she can only act on her 
own. This isolation further undermines perceived efficacy of one's actions. In fact 
it is very unlikely that recipients who do not join hands with other recipients will 
take actions to campaign for better services at all. 
Given the isolation the recipients face, what EGDC does is to provide them 
with social support. Social support is one of the greatest satisfaction the core 
members gain from the participation in EGDC activities. 
First, because of lack of leisure, the social gatherings organized by EGDC 
become important social activities for the recipients. These social gatherings are not 
frequent. They often take place in festival holidays like Christmas, Chinese New 
Year and Mid-Autumn Festival and are welcome by scores of recipients. They 
especially attract the recipients，children because they love to have fun and the 
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parents are eager to satisfy such needs. Moreover, these activities are either free 
of charge or only ask for a small amount of entiy fee. The Christmas Party in 1994, 
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which is free of charge, attracted more than 70 recipients and their children to take 
part. There were programs especially for the children like the singing contest and 
the greeting cards design contest. The quiz in the party had a great variety of 
questions that suited both the parents and the children. The Chinese New Year 
gathering in February 1995 also gave members much fun. There were outdoor 
games that allowed parents and children to take part together. One game was to 
husk Chinese New Year red seeds while another was to wrap candies with colored 
paper. 
Even the meetings and forums are regarded by many members as social 
activities because they think that attending meetings is much better than sitting 
bored at home. These occasions not only suit the recipients. The children who go 
along with their parents also have fun there. They can watch TV, read books or 
play with one another in another meeting room. In other words, both the social 
gatherings and more solemn events like meetings are sources of fun and leisure for 
the recipient families. 
Second, recipients get out of social isolation by making friends in 
EGDC activities. Many members take part in meetings because there they can meet 
friends, chat and share inner feelings with one another. They find it easy to 
communicate because they are all poor people and will not look down upon one 
another. They have similar sufferings and understand others' feelings and worries 
better. They feel more secured to open themselves. Friendship and care become 
important stimuli to participation. 
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Ms. Chow even treats her friends at EGDC as her family members. She said: 
，I do not have many friends or relatives... Most of my friends are 
EGDC members. Most of my leisure activities are organized by EGDC. I am 
‘ familiar with 20 to 30 EGDC members, but I may not recognize all their names. 
There are 7 to 8 I often chat with on the phone. We talk about all kinds of 
things…Our relationship is intimate. We share deep feelings... I'll miss them if 
the forums have not been held for a long time... We get along fine. They teach 
me a lot of things. I become more cheerful after knowing them.' 
Ms. Au is a 'lucky' one to a certain extent. She gets along well with her 
former working colleagues. They understand Au，s difficulties and often give help. 
However, this does not mean she has enough social support. EGDC still acts as a 
source of friends that Au treasures. She said: 
'It's easier to talk and communicate with EGDC members because we 
have the same type of family. No one will look down on the others. They just 
understand the sufferings and pain of others... There are more than 10 
members I'd consider as intimate friends.' 
In other words, the power of EGDC lies much in its provision of the feeling 
of commonness and security for the members. 
Third, there is someone to turn to when EGDC members encounter � 
difficulties. This does not only refer to emotional support from fellow members. An 
equally important support conies from the social workers who do individual 
counselling and give specific assistance. This removes the feeling of helplessness and 
loneliness. Sometimes it is the members who take the initiative to seek help while 
sometimes the social workers discover in the home visits that certain members need 
counselling. Instances are abundant. 
Ms. Ho has few personal friends and is not familiar with the other members, 
but she sees the social workers as her sisters. They have an intimate relationship 




workers. Ms. Ho said: 
，After I was driven out by my husband's family, I lived in a comer in 
a private flat. With the help of some government officials, I later moved to a 
‘ public housing estate in Tsing Yi. Unfortunately I was harassed by a male 
neighbor. In a desperate struggle for housing arrangement, I once knelt down • 
to beg an official at the social security field unit to give me a new flat. I even 
slept in the street for a few weeks... Fung has helped a lot in the process. 
She argued with officials to fight for a new flat for me... I did not tell her I slept 
in the street because I was afraid she would have a deadly fight with the field 
unit officials. I did not want her to worry about me... Now I sometimes called 
EGDC, telling the staffs I am alright so that the social workers will not worry 
about me... To me, they are more like sisters than social workers. I feel grateful 
to them. Once I asked Ms. Fung what I could do to thank her. She said it was 
already sufficient that I felt grateful. She encouraged me to do voluntary 
services for the elderly in return for the help I received... Whenever I encounter 
difficulties or have happy experience, I will share with the EGDC social 
workers. When 1 have to make important decisions, I will think over the matter 
and then ask the social workers for advice.' . 
Ms. Chow and Ms. Fung also has received help from the EGDC social 
workers. The former only waited for a short period and was provided with a flat 
under the companionate resettlement scheme. The latter is on a court case about 
custody of her daughter. EGDC social workers and Ms. Chow have given her help 
on the issue. Both feel grateful to the social workers. � 
In short, social support provided by EGDC changes the social world of the 
members. Friendship and care gained through participation in various activities give 
members much joy. It enables a transformation in temperament or a breakthrough 
in psychological state. Members become more cheerful and outgoing. This 
contributes to the building up of confidence, a stable mood and a more healthy and 
optimistic outlook on life. Moreover, members get emotional support and solutions 
' ' t o problems from the group. They are less lonely and helpless. They feel more 
secured and have more resources that help survival. This is exactly one of the 
objectives of the welfare campaign, i.e. developing mutual help, through building 
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a social network among the recipients. 
The broadening of social circle also means that members are no longer 
isolated from fellow recipients. This bears another significance. This change in 
individual members contributes to a transformation in the group level, i.e. the 
development of group solidarity. Members become loyal and committed to the 
group. This is the case for core members like Ms. Au, Ms. Chow, Ms. Fung and Ms. 
Ho. Once committed to this group life, they do not just care about their individual 
interests but value the group's interests as well. Group solidarity encourages 
members to pursue the group's objectives. This is a stepping stone to collective 
action. It also overcomes the strict sense of rational choice under which individuals 
take political action only because of personal benefits. The recognition of group 
objectives is reflected in their assessment of EGDC. The core members find that 
the arguments made by EGDC to support its demands and objectives are 
convincing. They also agree that EGDC is a successful community group. 
Besides promoting the pursuit of collective interests, group solidarity also 
encourages and obliges members to take part in social actions first by providing 
psychological support, and second by creating pressure. By psychological support, 
I am referring to the force that fights against the fear members have in the 
demonstrations or meetings with officials. One may be frightened to yell slogans 
outside the Governor's House or to challenge officials in person, but it is more 
V i 
comforting to know that one is not alone. In anything happens, one has companions 
in arms. The risks are borne by all participants in the social actions. 
" 59 
% 
By pressure, I mean some members take part in social actions partly because 
they find it difficult to say no. Such pressure may come from the members or from 
the social workers. It should also be noted that whether pressure exists is 
independent from the intentions of the parties who invite participation. That means 
one may not want to create pressure, but pressure is felt and works. 
Take Ms. Chow as an example. Her decision on participation is not affected 
by fellow members，expectation or positions, but the social workers' preference do 
play a part. She said: 
’Sometimes there is pressure from the social workers. When they ask 
me to take part in certain activities, I find it hard to say no. However I do not 
feel pressure when I refuse to be the spokesperson of a protest because I really 
lack the ability to do so... I do feel the need to pay the social workers back for 
the help they gave me on housing matters.' 
Mrs. Ho also feels obliged to comply with the social workers' request. She 
said: 
'When the social workers ask me to take part in certain activities, I do 
not feel pressure. I will take part when the activities are meaningful... I will do 
whatever I am told. If the EGDC social workers ask me to do anything, I will 
try my best to make it.’ 
The Extent of Empowerment 
Behavioral breakthrough, the removal of ignorance and isolation are all 
essential aspects of the dynamic process of empowerment. They increases recipients' 
resources in the fight for better welfare services. The transforming recipients 
themselves are also impressed by the impact EGDC gives them. 
The recipients may undergo different extent of transformation in different 
levels. For example, on behavioral level, Ms. Fung takes part in nearly all activities 
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of EGDC and she dares to face the camera in protests and accept interviews from 
the press. However, on cognitive level, Fung is weak in learning information on 
welfare issues. She said she had poor memory and often forgot what the social 
workers taught her. When asked in the interview what policy issues she has leamt 
in the forums and whether she understood what the issues were about, she replied 
that she sometimes understood what they were about. She added that they were 
taught long time ago and she has forgotten what they were. Fung reiterated that she 
had poor memory but would raise questions about things she has forgotten. 
The case of Ms. Kan represents one who undergoes considerable cognitive 
growth but limited change in social life. Kan, having leamt much about welfare 
matters and experienced social actions, takes the initiative to help fellow recipients 
to solve payment problems. She often advises them how to tackle officials at the 
social security field units or on procedural and calculation problems. If her fellow 
is not bold enough to do so, she will even accompany her to the field unit. Kan also 
develops view on the strategy used in the welfare campaign. She believes that 
leisure activities, like parties, can be combined with the forums, in order to attract 
quiet members to attend them. Protests should only be used when the demands are 
really essential, like demands for cheaper bus fare, water bill subsidy and recipients' 
handbooks. Otherwise, protests will be excessive and protesters will give the officials 
a bad impression. She believes that if certain EGDC members always appear in the 
protests, the officials may think that only a minority insist on demanding certain 




objectives and success, instead of just considering her affair. She also sees things 
from an organizer's angle and designs strategies used in the campaign. On the other 
hand, Kan's social world has not undergone drastic changes. She was bom in Hong 
Kong and often has leisure activities in weekends with her friends or relatives. She 
and her children need not depend on EGDC as the only source of social activities. 
She is an outgoing person all along and she gets along well with her neighbors. In 
other words, she herself has already built a social network of support before joining 
EGDC. She makes more friends in EGDC, making her social world even more 
colorful. 
The Demonstrators Who Wear Masks 
I describe that the members as transforming, not transformed, because the 
dynamic process is open-ended. There is no so called complete transformation. 
In fact the，transforming recipients are still far from becoming a group of 
activists. They are just close to normal protestors in any campaigns or political 
movements. The recipients are a special group who wear masks to hide their faces 
in all demonstrations. They are afraid that they will be recognized on TV or 
newspapers. The keeping of low profile is different from regular protesters who are 
eager to propagate their positions through the mass media. According to the social 
workers and members, so far only one or two members are willing to demonstrate 
outside the LegCo building or the Governor's House without wearing masks. The 




condition that they can hide their identity. Why do they insist being anonymous? 
Is it out of fear? Fear of what? Here are their explanations. 
Ms. Ho said: 
’I put on a mask in the protests. If no masks are provided. I will still 
go but will hide my face when there are cameras. It is because I do not want to 
be recognized by relatives and friends in China. They may look down on my 
younger daughter (who lives with Ms. Ho's relatives in China). If it is not for 
her, I will not mind facing the cameras. I do not care whether I am recognized 
by my friends and neighbors in Hong Kong. I have done nothing wrong. After 
all，I have no alternatives even if I am afraid being recognized by others... Most 
of the SWD officials I met and my friends are nice to me. If the neighbors do 
not ask, I won't take the initiative to talk about payment matters. They cannot 
help me anyway. If they do ask, I won't deliberately hide the truth... I know 
some recipients who fear a lot that others will know their identity. I comforted 
them, saying that it would be worse if others found out they are hiding the 
truth.' 
Ms. Chow said: 
'Receiving social security payment is, after all, not something good. We 
are a group who cannot earn our living. We do no want to be questioned on our 
poverty. Once our identity is disclosed, people will ask lots of questions. The 
children also do not want others discover their identity... Not everyone has 
sympathy on the recipients. They will ask questions like: "You are young and 
your children are old enough. Why don't you work?"... I don't worry about 
reprisals from the government, but I am afraid that the public may get the 
wrong impression from the protests that the recipients are always asking for 
more payment every year and thus should not ask for more... At first I was a 
little afraid of the Chinese Government. It often changes policy. Actions legal 
today may become illegal later. However, as I took part in more protests, I 
found nothing happened and the fear subsided.’ 
Ms. Kan said: 
’I did not wear a mask just because there were not enough masks... I 
also have disclosed my recipient identity in other occasions, like in a TV 
interview…I have worries when I disclose my identity. I myself is not 
discriminated. My friends and neighbors treat me well, especially after my 
husband died. However, my parents are concerned of saving their face. They do 
not want the relatives learn of my recipient identity. This makes me hesitate 
when I take part in the protests.... I also wony that I will offend the officials at 
,, the social security field units. This worry is shared by my parents. They said I 
may be reprimanded by the officials. Once an official threatened me, saying 
things like "you were on TV last time" and "don't make troubles". Sometimes 
they play tricks on me. They delay doing my case. Because of this, many EGDC 




These stories show that recipients have to be anonymous in protests because 
of three main reasons. An important one is low self-esteem. Why do they have low 
self-esteem? Is it because they feel ashamed that they don't earn their living? The 
answer is probably no. 
These single parents are well aware that their poverty is not brought by their 
laziness or any faults. On the contrary, they are the victims. They lost financial 
support and are left to take care of small children after they are abandoned, 
widowed, divorced or separated. They face problems often met by other single 
parent families. They just have no choice other than receiving social security 
payment. Ms. Chow's feelings are typical of many such recipients. She said: 
’I feel uncomfortable about not having a job... but my daughters need 
to be looked after. Otherwise they may join some gangs. Moreover, it is difficult 
to find a part-time job, not to say a permanent job. Even if I find a temporary 
job，I will have to apply for social security payment again once the job is over. 
The officials at the field unit will find me very troublesome. I feel much 
pressure. Furthermore, once I earn several thousands a month, the excessive 
amount will have to be returned to SWD. What I earn can't even cover 
expenditure on transportation and lunch outside... I hope one day I can return 
home from work in the evenings and enjoy the company of my children.， 
To these recipients, not having a job is justified. Then why do they still have 
low self-esteem? This reflects a mixed feeling. Though recipients，reasoning power 
tells them that they need not have low-esteem, it is hard to overcome the 
psychological barrier. They have a deep-rooted feeling that people connect poverty 
and dependence on other's money with different sorts of vices, like laziness, 
« punishment for wrong deeds, mediocrity etc. A perception of these social values 
prevents the recipients to struggle free from the chain of low-esteem. They are 
overwhelmed with their being poor people. Most of my interviewees feel that they 
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and other recipients share similar fate and are in the same boat There is a distance 
or a wall separating them from the rich people, who have a，bigger voice，in 
influencing government decisions and who enjoy more privileges in the society. 
Discrimination by others also discourages recipients to show their face in the 
demonstrations. As mentioned, the recipients perceive that people have negative 
perception on their poverty. They believe that people look down on the poor and 
find it shameful and uneasy to be with the rich. Recipients need not experience 
discrimination before they decide to hide their identity. Just thinking of others， 
despite and arrogance is powerful enough to bring the result. Quite a number of 
EGDC members are treated well by their friends, but they are afraid some others 
will not accept them and even gossip once they find out their identity, 
Kan's case also tells us that perception of significant others also influences 
the decision on anonymity. If one's parents don't want to lose face or receive 
discrimination, oiie naturally hesitates to protest or to appear on TV. 
Another factor that encourages anonymity is the fear of reprisal from the 
officials at the social security field units. Fortunately, this is not a common worry 
cited by the recipients. Many feel that as long as they protest against government 
policy, not individual officials, the officials probably will not take revenge. 
The Strength of Old BeUef 
V* 
As mentioned, cognitive transformation is indispensable to the empowerment 
of recipients. One aspect that is highly emphasized in the process but encounters 
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considerable opposition is the education of the concept of welfare right. 
While most core members believe in welfare right, some retain at the same 
time the concept that social security payment is something out of pity. They believe 
they should campaign for more payment. However, when I ask them in terms of 
welfare right, i.e. when I ask whether they think they have the right to ask for more 
payment, they may be less certain. This shows that they have not developed a clear 
delineation of the concept. They are not used to think in terms of welfare right, 
though they believe they deserve more payment. Some have not devoted much time 
giving it thorough thinking. After all, this aspect of cognitive change is more 
abstract and indirect to their life when compared to learning of welfare information 
or know their friends in EGDC activities. 
Ms. Chow and Ms. Fung are those who support the welfare campaign but 
have not grasped clearly the meaning of welfare right. When asked whether social 
security payment is a right or something out of pity, Ms. Chow said she seldom 
thought of i t She elaborated that she had to accept the situation even if she did not 
want to. When asked the same question, Ms. Fung said she received payment 
because she had no alternatives and that she agreed the society had responsibility 
to take care of the poor. Since she did not give a direct answer, I repeated my 
question. This time Ms. Fung seemed lost. She later said that the social workers 
seemed to have mentioned the concept before. 
Ms. Ho has inconsistent interpretation of welfare right. She accepts both the 
right thesis and the pity thesis. She said: 
‘ 66 
% 
，It should be a right, but in reality people cannot exercise this right... 
It is also something out of pity because one does not have money deposited 
with the government.' 
’ In the second interview, she said: 
The government should have pity on the children recipients but not 
the mothers…When people have pity on you, you then should have the right to 
campaign for better services.' 
To further empower the recipients, education on welfare right should be 
strengthened. The aim is to remove the belief that social security payment is 
something out of pity. Recipients who view that they are just receiving pity will find 
it unjustified and greedy to ask the generous party, the government, for more 
money. 
The Forces at Work 
In the empowerment process, a group of ignorant, diffident, timid widows 
and divorcees gradually acquire knowledge, confidence, courage and also become � 
more cheerful. In the past, they were recipients isolated from one another. Now 
they are interwoven into a social network, capable of staging collective actions 
against the government. This process is possible because of two main forces. 
Solidarity and cognitive growth mentioned in the previous sections belong 
to the first, i.e. social psychological force. This pertains to an assumption that 
recipients, or men, are social animals. They can be incorporated into a social 
“ne twork with fellow recipients, recognize collective interests pursued by EGDC and 
feel obliged to take part in the pursuit. They can also leam the concept of welfare 
right and develop ideological commitment essential in the campaign. How solidarity 
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and cognitive growth occur, how they strengthen the recipients and how they 
stimulate participation has been delineated. The social context of interaction in 
which they take place and EGDCs mobilizing efforts will be investigated in Ch. 6. 
The second force is selective incentives. Unlike the social psychological force, 
this assumes an individual calculus. It seeks to satisfy the needs for individuals to 
maximize their personal interests. Since men are social animals, this self-centered 
assumption provides only a partial explanation to the empowerment process. It is 
the social psychological force that supplements this limitation. 
Let's have a preliminary analysis of the concept of selective incentives. It is 
selective in the sense that the benefits are only available to the recipients who take 
part in certain EGDC activities and that different activities provide different 
benefits for the participants. It is a kind of incentives because the benefits act like 
a bait to encourage participation directly or indirectly. By directly, I mean some 
incentives are obtained in the act of participation. For example, a free meal is 
provided in a social gathering. In order to enjoy the free meal, a member must 
attend the social gathering. Let's cite another example. The social workers 
announce that they will teach the calculation of payment in the next meeting. To 
leam this knowledge, a member must attend the next meeting. By indirectly, I mean 
some selective incentives stimulate further participation in different sorts of EGDC 
activities. For instance, a member gains friendship by taking the literacy class. This 
friendship encourages her to take part in other meetings as well because she can 
see her friends there. In another example, a member gains knowledge on welfare 
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issues. She comes to recognize that recipients have been treated unfairly. This 
stimulates her to take part in social actions to fight for better services. In short, 
selective incentives stimulate participation. A higher level of participation means 
members have a better chance to receive stimuli that encourage social and cognitive 
change, and thus a step towards empowerment. 
A strict sense of rationality emphasizes both costs and benefits. However, 
since most EGDC core members do not perceive particular cost, except time, in 
participating EGDC activities, I will concentrate on the benefits they get here. 
There are a variety of selective incentives provided in EGDC activities. Some 
are tangible and immediate while some are abstract and felt only in the long run. 
One of the incentives that is particularly essential in the recruitment process 
is gifts or material goods. As mentioned, EGDC distributed gift coupons in order 
to recruit the first group of members. Given the condition that most recipients face 
economic hardship, this is a successful way to attract new faces to the group. Gifts 
also play an important role in social gatherings where souvenirs and presents are 
often given out. Such social gatherings are one means to get members familiar with 
others and EGDC itself. However, material goods as incentives cannot be provided 
frequently due to the scarcity of resources. It attracts recruits but cannot be a major 
force to sustain participation. 
Another selective incentive, an often cited satisfaction by members is 
knowledge. Knowledge pertains mainly to information on welfare matters. Such 




different occasions. Relevant information is available in the forums, the concern 
group meetings or educational courses like the literacy class (where members are 
taught Chinese characters used in welfare issues and daily life). Recipients can also 
seek information on welfare matters in the meetings with government officials. This 
kind of meetings provide a chance for members to ask the senior officials questions 
concerning general policy or their personal cases. Assurances from the senior 
officials enable members to ask the junior officials at the social security field units 
for what they deserve according to established policy. Quiet members may not 
express their opinion in the forums or the meeting, but they can still get relevant 
knowledge as long as they attend the occasions. 
Friendship, fun and leisure are another type of incentives only available to 
the participants. They get fun and leisure from the social gatherings, but it is only 
through regular participation in the forums and concern group meetings that 
members can really develop friendship. Once a recruit gets familiar with other 
members, it is likely that she finds it interesting and warm to take part in other 
EGDC activities. Of course, friendship and care are not immediate. It takes time 
for members to experience this kind of benefit from EGDC. 
As mentioned in Ch.2, Olson does not regard social incentives, like 
friendship, as a type of selective incentives as they do not operate in large groups 
^ where face to face contact is lacking. Social incentivs cannot lead individuals in the 
latent group to obtain a collective good. Here, I expand the concept to include 




core members and in small groups like the forums. 
The last but not least selective incentive is solutions to problems. Many 
members attend the forums because there they have the chance to ask directly the 
social workers for help or advice. The problems they encounter may not be serious 
matters’ but are often small problems in daily life like the calculation of monthly 
payment, procedural matters on getting reimbursements, housing application, 
children's school problems. 
Provision of these selective incentives involve resources. However, they are 
not provided at the expense of the welfare campaign because they are in fact part 
of the campaign. As mentioned, the welfare campaign has three elements: 
education, mutual help and social actions. The many selective incentives fulfill 
functions that correspond to these elements. Knowledge removes ignorance. 
Friendship builds a network of social support. Fun, leisure and gifts aim at 
improving the living standard of the recipients. All these elements encourage 
participation in social actions in the long run. In short, the selective incentives are 
not only a tool to encourage participation, they are also intrinsically meaningful. 
They are incentives as well as the ends. 
Of course the power of selective incentives is not absolute. They do not work 





Ch.4 The Free Riders 
Those in the Periphery 
The majority of EGDC members remain in the periphery of the welfare 
campaign. They have little experience in demanding the government for better 
welfare services, and have few encounters with the authority. Compared with the 
core members, these peripheral ones keep a distance from the core element of the 
campaign, i.e. social actions. Instead they take part mainly social and educational 
activities, like the forums and social gatherings. 
As mentioned in the last chapter, empowerment is a dynamic process in 
which resources that enable a recipient to fight for better social security services are 
developed The peripheral members have not undergone particular dynamics. 
Neither have they developed the enthusiasm to fight for social security services. 
Resources like knowledge, support network, confidence, ideological commitment 
are lacking. I am not to suggest that these members cannot be and will not be 
empowered, or that all members will eventually be empowered. What the reality 
tells us is that the peripheral members are far from the end of the empowerment 
process. 
These members share a commonness. They perceive they have changed little 
after joining EGDC. However, there is no uniformity in their extent of 
participation, the scope and commitment to EGDC, and the satisfaction gained 
from EGDC activities. 
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For example, some peripheral members attend the fundamental activity, the 
forums often while some only attend them sometimes. Some have been to the social 
gatherings, but quite a number has not. One reason is that they are not aware that 
there are such activities. This may be due to their infrequent attendance in the 
forums, where the dates of activities are usually announced. Various concern 
groups, they also lack participation of the peripheral members. Among the 7 
peripheral members I interviewed, only 2 have their children take the remedial 
class. It is apparent that even in the areas of social and educational activities, the 
peripheral members are far less active than the core members. 
The core members have much satisfaction from the EGDC activities, but the 
peripheral members experience only limited satisfaction. When asked what 
happiness they have experience from the forums, most replied they have leamt 
more on welfare matters. Only one mentioned she was happy to have made new 
friends during the forums. On overall satisfaction from EGDC activities, the 
peripheral members expressed different feelings. Some perceived little satisfaction 
and said they just gained more knowledge, without receiving particular help. On the 
other hand, some said they felt happy that they have leamt more and they thanked 
EGDC for giving them a helping hand. 
These members are peripheral also in the sense that most have not 
developed loyalty and commitment to the group. More so, not all regard that 
EGDC is a successful community group. 
The above portrayal of the peripheral members gives a picture of passivity 
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in the welfare campaign. To investigate the problem, let's look into the essential 
element of the welfare campaign, i.e. social actions. This is an area the peripheral 
members insulate themselves from. By insulation, I mean first, they hold a lukewarm 
attitude towards taking part in the social actions and the welfare campaign. Second, 
they rarely take part in social actions. The former concerns attitudinal level and the 
latter concerns behavior level. 
It should be noted that the peripheral members do not absolutely refuse to 
take part in all actions that campaign for better social security services. To see in 
an absolute term is unrealistic and too mechanical. For example, many peripheral 
members have signed petition letters. However, this does not mean they have the 
enthusiasm and commitment the core members possess. To take part in social 
actions does not mean one believes in the welfare campaign and will take part in 
further actions. Therefore we should not only consider their extent of participation, 
but also their attitude towards social actions. 
The peripheral members can be divided into two types according to their 
reason of not taking part in social actions. One is the pessimists. The other is the 
free-riders. 
Pessimism as an Obstacle 
The pessimists are those who do not expect that social actions can bring 
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success. To them, it just wastes efforts to stage any actions. The government will not 
respond to the demands anyway. 
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Ms. Lam, a 31-year-old widow with 2 dependant children, is one of the 
pessimists who is unsure of the effectiveness of social actions. Ms. Lam sometimes 
attends the forums and the social gatherings and have her children take the 
remedial class. She has not joined any concern groups and is not familiar with 
fellow members and the social workers after one year of membership. When asked 
whether protests were useful, she said: 
，I do not know how to answer this. Actually the government has already 
been holding meetings on payment issues. What the protesters do is to use this 
opportunity to remind the government to give us more money... I don't know 
whether the demonstrations are effective…I don't quite know whether it is 
according to rules that the government must increase payment every year…I • 
cannot say that the government ignores their demands because payment does 
increase every year. The problem is the increase is not enough... It makes no 
difference whether there are many or few protestors. If the government does 
not accept their demands, protests will be useless no matter how great the 
number of participants is... The government has its expertise to do the 
calculation (of payment). Because the calculation is already done by the 
government, "no grass can grow".' 
It is show that Ms. Lam is not a hard-liner type of pessimist. She does not 
hold an absolute attitude that social actions are useless. She just lacks the � 
confidence that they work. 
To encourage such mild pessimists to take part in social actions, selective 
incentives may be used as a bait. This is exactly why Ms. Lam took part in a protest 
once. Here is our conversation in an interview. Ms. Lam answered questions on the 
above experience. 
Ms. Lam: I took part in the demonstration outside the Governor's 
House in Mid-Autumn Festival in 1994. It was the first time 
V. I went to a protest. I remember that it was the same 
afternoon that EGDC organized a visit to Hong Kong Park 
for members. 
Question: Did you go just because there is a leisure activity afterwards? 
Ms. Lam: Yes. 
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Question: What if there are no such activities in the afternoon? 
Ms. Lam: Whether I will go will then depend on the time available. 
‘ Ms. Wong is more pessimistic than Ms. Lam. She has joined EGDC for 
nearly a year and only attends the forums sometimes. She recognizes that 
participation in social actions like petitions helps to prevent bullying from the 
officials. However, as far as increase in payment is concerned, Ms. Wong feels 
certain that this will not be realized. She said: 
’I did not take part in any protests not because I am afraid my identity 
will be disclosed... More importantly, I believe that the protests are useless. I am 
not even a bit optimistic. Actually the government is well aware that the . 
insufficient payment can help the recipients little. Still it did not increase 
payment. It's because the government has no conscience. In other words, the 
government purposely makes the amount so little. It keeps the money to itself. 
Protests are only superficial acts. The sole effect is to remind the government 
the recipients want more money.’ 
Ms. Wong has once attended a meeting with the officials, but the meeting 
reinforced her original view. She recalled: 
，I attended a meeting with the social security field unit officials in April 
1995. It was the first time I went to such a meeting. I went because I thought 
it was about increase in payment. However, no one really dared to ask about 
this…I knew more information from the meeting, but it did not have effects on 
the amount of payment.' 
Her perception of inefficacy is in line with her skeptical attitude towards the 
government. 
’After 1997，the government will definitely take actions against EGDC. 
EGDC will then disintegrate... I don't know whether the government is 
responsive to the demands of the public, but I don't trust it in general... I did 
not register as voter because voting is useless. Once people are elected, they will 
not listen to your opinion any more/ 
It does not seem that pessimism is caused by extreme deprivation. Data from 
the interviews show that sufferings endured by the pessimists are also experienced 
by some of the core members. Instead, pessimism may be to a certain extent a 
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reflection of individual personality. This orientation may be reinforced by a lack of 
exposure to information about improvement of the social security system and about 
achievements of social actions in the past. A recipient who has a grey outlook on 
life and just comes across the dark side of the social security system naturally will 
not believe in the welfare campaign. To get a clearer picture of the cause of 
pessimism requires more researches in future. 
One means to encourage the pessimists to take part in the social actions is 
selective incentives. It works to a certain extent as in Ms. Lam's case. Even if 
selective incentives are really powerful, they are not the complete solution because 
the meaning of the welfare campaign does not just lie in the act of participation, 
but also the commitment to and support of social actions. Therefore to overcome 
pessimism, it is necessary to transform their consciousness. 
To the pessimists, a necessary, though not sufficient aspect of change of 
thought, is the development of perceived efficacy of social actions. This in turn 
depends on whether the welfare campaign really yields improvement in social 
security services and whether the pessimists are aware of this, from the press or 
from EGDC. Such perceived efficacy is a necessary condition because it makes the 
social actions worthwhile. It is not sufficient because pessimists who come to 
perceive efficacy may turn into free-riders, a problem to be overcome by other 
means. This is the focus of the following sections. 
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The Phenomenon of Free-Riding 
. Most peripheral members of EGDC are free-riders. This means only a 
minority do not take part in social actions because of pessimism. Why do the 
majority believe that social actions are probably useful? A possible reason is that 
objective facts show that there are improvements, though not great, in social 
security services. In addition, such achievements are often mentioned in EGDC 
forums and therefore probably known by many members. 
The existence of free-riders is supported by a number of observations. 
First, the main objective of the campaign, i.e. to increase the amount of 
payment, is valued much by these peripheral members. Like the general recipients, 
these members are badly in need of money. Most describe their economic situation 
as very tight. They regard increase in payment as the most urgent need. Ms. Ma sets 
the amount her family can use each day. If the family spends extra one day, they � 
have to spend less another day. Ms. Ng spends mainly on food and cuts expenditure 
on fuel and electricity as much as possible. Ms. Poon often has to pay before getting 
reimbursements. This procedure further tightens her economic situation. Ms. So 
feels that the payment is so little that it is like，salt water injection，. Recipients will 
not be starved to death. Neither can they enjoy substantial meal. Ms. Tang is no 
exception. Her life was particularly difficult in Easter holidays because her children 
‘ need outdoor activities and because her son caught pneumonia and had to visit a 
private clinic. In other words, if the campaign does contribute to the increase in 
payment, it really makes a difference, though not necessarily great, to these 
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recipients' living standard. 
Second, what we call free-riders are those who expect that success is possible. 
This is the greatest difference from the pessimists. They believe that the welfare 
campaign is effective. They are optimistic that demands will be offered. In the long 
run, what the campaign asks for will be realized. Like the core members, these 
passive members are optimistic in a realistic sense. They do not expect there will 
be absolute success in the welfare campaign or a dramatic increase in payment, but 
recognize social actions are useful in pressing for improvement in various aspects 
of social security services. It should also be noted that actually they are not as 
optimistic as the core members. 
Ms. Ma, after joining EGDC for nearly a year, believes that both petitions 
and protests are effective to a certain extent. She said: 
，I believe that the petitions are useful. We should campaign for the 
rights we have. Whether the government listen to our demands is another 
matter. I think, I am optimistic but I recognize that the petitions do not 
necessarily pay... After one petition, the officials have improved their attitude 
and I can claim for expenses without obstacles... I believe that the more the 
participants, the stronger the protests. It will be useless if everyone refuses to 
take part.' 
Ms. So also perceived that protest were useful. She said: 
Their protests are probably a bit useful. They let more people leam 
more and also reveal the falsehood and inadequacy of the government... It is 
only a bit useful. For example, in the roof top residents case", residents 
protested a lot but still were not given flats to settle down.' 
The following quotations also reflect perceived efficacy. 
In late 1994 the government ordered to demolish roof top huts on two blocks 
of building in Tsuen Wan. Residents were dissatisfied with the compensation 
they could get. They staged protests which resulted in a confrontation with the 
police. Some EGDC social workers were also involved in the incident. 
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Ms. Ng said: 
Though I did not join in, I support the protest. I believe that they are 
probably useful... If people do not voice their dissatisfaction, the government 
� will not know their demands. The government will not take the initiative to help 
the recipients... I am optimistic that the welfare campaign will succeed. For , 
example, at first Mrs. E. Wong (former Secretary for Social Welfare) was not 
willing to meet with the recipients. Now her attitude has changed in a positive 
way. The campaign can succeed in the long run.' 
Ms. Poon said: 
The protests are quite useful. I heard other members saying that the 
government will say yes to their demands, like increase in payment... The 
welfare campaign will probably succeed. For instance, EGDC succeeded in 
enabling recipients to claim for telephone charge.' 
Ms. Tang said: • 
'Protests should be more useful than meetings with officials because 
media coverage will give the government greater pressure. The government will 
then know what it has done wrong... I have little confidence in the government. 
It is unlikely that the basic rate can increase to $7500 a month.' 
The inteiviews show that many peripheral members just feel that social 
actions are probably useful. What they are sure is that it will be completely useless 
if nothing is done., Done by whom? Not them for the moment. 
Third, these peripheral members perceive that the cost of participation in 
social actions is very great, especially in demonstrations. This makes them hesitate 
to take part in the campaign even if they value the benefits and expect success. The 
cost is the risk of being recognized as recipients and thus the risk of facing gossips. 
Ms. Ng gives us a typical picture of such psychological state. She said: 
’I have really considered going to the protests for several times. I did 
not go in the end because I once saw another active member pictured by the 
"“ press in a protest... If the neighbors leam of my identity, they will gossip and say 
things about my family. Hong Kong people only care about money. My relatives 
in China are no exceptions. They do not welcome me because I am poor. They 
do not call me any more... I know I can wear a mask in the protest, but this 
won't help because some one will recognize me in some ways…I admit that I 
have low self-esteem. I also know that it is important that I and my son 
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overcome this fear... I have not been discriminated actually. My friends are very 
nice. They give use clothes. This makes me feel embarrassed and 
uncomfortable.' 
Ms. So's case is similar. She said; 
，I am afraid others will see me on TV or newspapers... I did not know 
that others used to wear masks. If masks are provided, I may consider going to 
the protests... I am afraid that my friends may discover I am poor and they will 
gossip…Though I have not been discriminated, people in Hong Kong do look 
down on the recipients. This is also portrayed on TV； 
High cost discourages these peripheral members from taking part in the 
protests. This is reinforced by another factor. It is the recognition that the fruits 
brought by the welfare campaign benefit all. If payment increases, all recipients will 
be benefited. No one will be excluded under the government's policy. Those who 
have make efforts in the campaign get the same share of advantages as those who 
have done nothing. As a result, recipients can choose not to take part in any social 
actions and avoid high costs but still enjoy the fruits of others' efforts. Free-riding 
is just convenient. 
、 
Last but not least, their passivity is reinforced by the absence of coercion 
from EGDC. Members are never forced to go to any activities. They face no 
negative consequences even if they remain quiet all along. The social workers and 
fellow members just encourage participation. There is no mechanism to punish 
them. 
On the problem of group size, something emphasized by Olson, free-riders 
are supposed to be possible in a large group, where individuals' actions will not 
make much difference on the provision of the collective goods and where pressure 
from group members is absent because of the lack of face to face contact. In 
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EGDCs case, the several hundred members are subdivided into regional groups. 
Members do not possibly know all the others, not even those in the same region. 
Free-riders can exist without being recognized by fellow members, though they 
cannot escape from the knowledge of the social workers who keep an eye on 
members and who try to encourage more participation. 
Group size to a considerable extent determines group relationship. The 
peripheral members tend to free-ride not just because their roles are negligible, but 
also because they are not familiar with fellow members. At most they recognize the 
possibility that others do mind or despise their free-riding, but they are not actually 
pressed by fellow members to contribute to the welfare campaign. Their isolation 
from the group to a certain extent removes the psychological barrier to free-riding. 
Of course I do not mean such isolation is an invincible protection for the free-
riders. In fact, it is one of the weak points at which things can be done to overcome 
free-riding. � 
The above factors create a group of free-riders. They recognize that they do 
not need to contribute to the welfare campaign and take risks, but can still enjoy 
the benefits that they value and expect, without being sanctioned. Given such a 
recognition, why participate at all? No wonder only a minority of EGDC members 
become enthusiastic in the welfare campaign. 
ft 
The Root of the Problem 




members in Ch.3 and the free-riders just now, one can no longer avoid the central 
questions: who become the core members and who become the free-riders? Are 
they two different kinds of recipients? Any similarities exist between the two? How 
to overcome free-riding and nurture more core members? 
To look into the problem, let's compare the core members and the free-
riders first. The two actually share a number of characteristics common to the 
general recipients. 
In the most fundamental aspects, both groups I interviewed do not differ 
greatly in age. They are all between 30 and 45 years old Both groups have not 
received much education. Many just finished primary education. Some at most 
received secondary school education. They have working experience but the jobs did 
not promise high income. Many have worked as peasants or in factories when they 
were still in China. Most do not have religion. This commonness suggests that the 
difference in their�extent of participation in EGDC is not due to the difference in 
their social and economic background. 
In the aspect of needs, both the core members and the free-riders attach 
great importance to the increase in payment. Moreover, both share the optimism 
that social actions work. Thus these two factors do not explain why some recipients 
become core members while some just free-ride. 
As mentioned, free-riding is reinforced because the free-riders find it too 
risky to be recognized as recipients in the protest. Does this explain their difference 
from the core members? The answer is again no. Most of the core members do 
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wear masks in the demonstrations. Just like the free-riders, they also fear 
discrimination and gossip. Such worry and the need for anonymity are common to 
the general recipients. 
Many Western studies suggest that structural constraints play a significant 
role in blocking political participation of the poor?*. It is true that women 
recipients in Hong Kong do face many structural constraints common to the poor 
and to single parent families. For instance, as mothers and family heads, they are 
occupied with household drudgery like washing, shopping, cooking, laundry as well 
as children's affairs like school work, discipline training and body health etc. They 
are also responsible for all decision making in the family and have to solve all 
pressing daily problems. Quite a number of free-riders cannot participate in EGDC 
activities because time is not available and that they are busy looking after their 
children. However, it is not convincing to suggest that the some members would 
rather free ride than making contributions because they face more structural 
constraints than the others. It is also groundless to argue that the core members are 
more capable of overcoming the constraints than the free-riders. In short, this 
factors common to most women recipients. It is not crucial in explaining 
participation and free-riding. 
Then what is the root of the problem? I believe that it lies in the difference 
Examples are: Piven, Francis Fox & Richard A. Cloward. 1965. The Politics 
of Turmoil. New York: Pantheon Books. O'Brien, David J. 1975. Neighborhood 
Organization and Interest-Group Processes. Princeton and London: Princeton 
University Press. Hungtington, Samuel P & Joan M. Nelson. 1976. No Easy 




in social relationship with EGDC members or the social workers. The core 
members care for collective interests while the free-riders think in terms of personal 
interests more than group interests. The core members and the free-riders have 
different social worlds. However, they only differ in degree. I am not to suggest that 
the free-riders do not committed to group life at all. The argument is that changes 
in social network undergone by the free-riders has not been as great as those of 
the core members. 
To be specific, the core members have got out of social isolation. They have 
built a network of social support with fellow members and the social workers. The 
resulted group solidarity enables them to think in terms of group interests. On the 
other hand, the free-riders have not developed an intimate relationship in the 
group. They are outside the group's solidarity. They remain concern of their 
personal wellbeing. 
Take Ms. Ma as an example. She has joined EGDC for almost a year. She 
is not familiar with other EGDC members because sometimes when she does go to 
the forums, others are absent. She does not have the chance to get to know them. 
They will greet with one another, but she does not even know their names. Their 
encounters are restricted to EGDC activities. Ms. Ma said before she made new 
friends, she need to have a real talk with them in order to find out the possibility 
of friendship. 
In my first interview with Ms. Ma, she complained in tears that her children 
were discriminated in school. I asked whether she has asked the EGDC social 
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members for help. She said no, explaining that members usually talked about 
matters concerning everyone in the meetings. She therefore did not raise questions 
about her children's problem. She even asked me to tell Miss Candy Lee, one of 
the EGDC social workers, of her trouble. This instance reveals that to Ms. Ma, 
EGDC has not developed as her source of social support. She has not shared her 
feelings with fellow members or the social workers. She has not opened herself and 
she remains isolated in her own social circle. 
Ms. So is also only loosely connected to EGDC. She remains as a lone 
person among the EGDC members. She said: 
’I recognize other members but can only name one... I seldom talk with 
them. I also have not shared my feelings with them... It is not really necessary 
to talk because everyone knows well the others. We are all the same…No, I am 
not influenced by them. I also do not feel pressure from them... I have few 
friends. There is a neighbor I can share my feelings with. Still I did not tell her 
I am a recipient. It's not necessary to do so. Others will not concern my family 
business any way.’ 
Many free-riders are comparatively more familiar with the social workers. > 
Still they talk mostly about welfare matters with the social workers. They seldom 
express their inner feelings. 
This situation makes the free-riders remain detached from EGDC. Among 
the free-riders I interviewed, only one said she felt committed and loyal to EGDC 
and one said she was a loyal member. The rest either said no or said they felt 
uncertain. This shows that a concern for group interests has not been developed 
“ a m o n g the free-riders. Their personal interests come before collective good. This 
self-centered attitude encourages free-riding, which assumes a maximization of 
personal benefits and a minimization of personal sacrifice. 
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The Search for Solutions 
‘ I have pointed out the root of the free-riding problem, i.e. self-centered 
interests. To overcome free-riding is therefore to conquer the self. There are three 
ways to do this: coercion, group pressure and group solidarity. 
On coercion, the EGDC social workers can punish those who do not take 
part in certain activities or do not make contributions to the group. Hypothetically, 
such sanctions can be stipulated as the group's policy. They can take different forms 
like banning members from social gatherings, leisure activities, educational courses, 
or from receiving material gifts or goods so as to force selfish members to 
contribute to the group's interests. I said hypothetically, because EGDC is not 
practicing sanctions now and because such sanctions are not practical. Sanctions 
create negative feelings on those who are punished. Active members may despise 
those who are sorted out as free-riders. This destroys trust, unity, friendship in the � 
group. Those who are frustrated and disappointed may drop out of the group. In 
addition, this policy involves extra time and administrative work in tracking all 
members' participation record. The social workers lack the resources to enforce 
sanctions. They will also probably find coercion unacceptable because it 
compromises the objectives of mutual help and group solidarity. Thus coercion is 
both undesirable and infeasible. 
“ The second means, group pressure, is also negative in nature but more 
practical. This can be a spontaneous pressure exerted by the core members who 
believe that every member should take part in social actions. They can create 
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pressure by complaining the problem of free-riding so as to make the free-riders 
embarrassed and uneasy. Actually pressure may not originate from the active 
members, but from the free-riders themselves. They may perceive that others dislike 
their passivity without others actually complaining. In this way, the fear of offending 
fellow members is aroused merely by the free-riders’ perception. In both cases, to 
avoid the unpleasant feeling, the free-riders may choose to take part in social 
actions. Group pressure is an intangible force outside the group's policy. It is a 
weaker means than coercion but it creates less negative feelings. 
The significance of group pressure should not be overemphasized because 
many core members do not mind free-riding. They adopt an empathetic and 
tolerant attitude to the quiet ones since they themselves are also similar to the free-
riders in the beginning. Many core members understand that fellow members face 
various difficulties and thus respect their decision of non-participation. In addition, 
group pressure is not a meaningful tactic, in that free-riders just participate out of 
pressure, not out of a voluntary will or a concern for collective interests. What 
EGDC wants is campaigners who believe in and thus support the campaign. 
In other words, members will only go beyond personal interests and develop 
enthusiasm in the welfare campaign when they internalize the belief in the 
importance of collective interests. Both coercion and group pressure are unable to 
completely tackle the problem. The most constructive and enduring means to get 
rid of self-centered interests and thus the free-riding problem, is to develop group 
solidarity. This positive means concerns nurturing the recognition of first, collective 
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interests; second, the importance of cooperation and unity; and third, the 
detrimental effects of free-riding. 
To be specific, it is essential for EGDC to promote the ideas that social 
security services concern thousands of recipients. Recipients all share the same 
economic plight. Members are not alone. There are others who share and 
understand their sufferings. Any improvement in social security services, like 
increase in payment, do a great help to many. The welfare campaign is thus a 
moment concerns all recipients. It is fallacious to think that it is only the business 
of the few activists. 
Next EGDC should convince members that for the campaign to succeed, 
recipients must cooperate and make united efforts. The more the participants in the 
social actions, the more the pressure they create. Otherwise, the actions give the 
impression that only a minority of recipients find the present social security policy 
inadequate and pfess for improvement. 
Moreover, EGDC must point out the detrimental effects of free-riding. If 
everyone does not take part in the social actions, there will be no welfare campaign 
at all. This is a collectivist conception of rationality. The welfare campaign can 
succeed only if recipients put aside their personal benefits and think in terms of the 
wellbeing of the whole party. 
Solidarity promotes the sense of collective interests. It can be an intimate 
relationship with fellow members or the social workers. It is no easy task. How 
much members is meshed into EGDC's group life depends on various factors. One 
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is the extent of participation. Those who see fellow members more often in the 
activities tend to get more familiar with the group. This in turn depends on the 
duration members have joined EGDC because it takes time to build friendship and 
open one self. The extent of participation also depends on the satisfaction members 
get from the activities. This varies for different members, as will be looked into in 
the next chapter. A warm and friendly treatment by fellow members surely can 
reinforce future participation, the enthusiasm to make friends and mutual trust. 
Besides the extent of participation, the development of solidarity also 
depends on the skills of the social workers. This refers to their role as a go-between 
so that members have the chance to get to know one another. Their efforts in 
nurturing the ideas of collective interests and unity also play an important part. 
In addition, members have different personalities. Some enjoy group life and 
the company of others while some are shy and not used to having many social 
interactions. This factor is hard to control. 
Solidarity is a necessary solution to free-riding because it pinpoints the self 
problem. However, it is not a sufficient condition. An essential supplemental 
condition is the development of^the concept of welfare right. Compared with the 
core members, the free-riders have a greater doubt on welfare right. This attitude 
weakens the justification of social actions. 
For example, Ms. Ng said: 
<•1 
,I have learnt the concept from the EGDC social workers. On the other 
hand, I still find that social security payment is something out of pity because 
the amount is too little.' 
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Ms. So said: 
，I have not heard of the notion of welfare right, but I believe that it is 
not wrong to protest because recipients have the right to ask for money... but 
‘ it is possible only if the government is willing to give you more； 
A strengthening of the belief in welfare right plus a consolidated relationship 
with fellow members are in fact essential elements of the empowerment process. 
The process enables members to refrain from free-riding as well as to acquire more 
resources like knowledge and confidence. 
Signs of empowerment among the free-riders are not lacking. They show that 
the free-riders do not always remain so. They have the potential to change. 
On behavioral aspect, two of the free-riders I interviewed attended a meeting 
with SWD officials for the first time after the interviews. When told in the 
interviews that members used to wear masks in the demonstrations, three free 
riders said they might then consider taking part in future actions. This intention to 
support the campaign by actual participation shows a belief in the meaning of social 
actions and that they also want to do something for the group. 
One of the free riders, Ms. Ma, recognizes the importance of unity. She 
agrees that a greater number of demonstrators can create greater pressure on the 
government. Another encouraging observation is that most free-riders do aware that 
they are free-riding. They are afraid that others will say they are selfish. Several 
free-riders feel pressure from the social workers when they turn down invitation to 
certain activities. These examples show that the free-riders recognize the stigma 
associated with their passivity. This helps to encourage participation, which can 
remove the pressure they face. 
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Compared to the core members who have generally joined EGDC for two 
to two and a half years, the peripheral member have a relatively short membership. 
The duration ranges from six months to one and a half year. Empowerment takes 
time. It is possible that as time goes by, some of the pessimists will become more 
optimistic and some free-riders will become more active. A longitudinal study of 
the free-riders will give valuable information on the forces overcoming the problem. 
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Ch.5 Selective Incentives: A Panacea? 
� In the previous chapters, three kinds of EGDC members are studied. The 
core members belong to the minority. The peripheral members, including the free-
riders and the pessimists, belong to the majority. Here I try to broaden the scope 
of investigation outside EGDC. I attempt to look into the problem of non-
participation among the general women recipients and the role played by selective 
incentives in solving the problem. 
Let's first delineate the nature of the women recipients as a group. The 
women recipients can be considered as a group because they share several 
commonness. First, they all depend on social security payment for their living, or 
simply for everything. How they live is almost determined by how much money they 
get from the government. Their economic plight is the greatest factor justifying their 
belonging to the same group. Second, the women recipients share the same 
objective as far as money matters are concerned. They generally desire an increase 
in social security payment so as to relieve their economic burden. 
However, they are a group with no organization, no leadership, no structure. 
Geographically speaking, they scatter around the territory. Socially they may have 
personal friends who are also recipients, but they do not know or have relationship 
with fellow recipients in a large scale. A minority do join community groups and 
come into contact with the welfare campaign. Only this minority have the chance 
to get in touch with the empowerment process. For the rest, they have nothing to 
do with social security matters other than going to the social security field units to 
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manage their personal cases. 
In other words, most women recipients in Hong Kong remain as single units. 
Though hypothetically they share commonness with fellow recipients, they are 
scattered and their relationship is loose. They just concern about their personal 
interest. No group concept is developed. 
Among the many women recipients in Hong Kong, those who take part 
enthusiastically in the welfare campaign occupy only a very small proportion. How 
about the rest? Many are free-riders. The proportion of free-riders among the 
general women recipients is probably much higher than that among the EGDC 
members. The abundance of free-riders is partly encouraged by the huge size of the 
group since members do not possibly know one another and their contribution to 
the group is negligible. It is also partly due to the loose structure or lack of 
structure among the many thousands of women recipients. Individual recipients 
have no group concept and naturally free-ride to maximize their benefits and 
minimize their costs. 
Free-riders in EGDC have developed at least some relationship with fellow 
members and have experienced certain extent of group life. Free-riders who have 
not joined any community groups are even more alienated and atomized. They can 
be treated as more deep-rooted type of free-riders. 
To Olson, selective incentives are the solutions to non-participation, i.e. to 




Application of Selective Incentives 
� The fundamental nature of selective incentives have been looked into in 
Ch.3. They can be direct and indirect. This means they can either directly bring 
participation in social actions or indirectly encourage further participation in various 
activities including social actions. They take the forms of knowledge, friendship, 
leisure, material goods and individual assistance etc. It is unconvincing to argue that 
selective incentives can satisfactorily solve the problem of non-participation of the 
women recipients. Since all EGDC members have access to the same selective 
incentives, if the selective incentives are so powerful in inducing participation, there 
will not be a division between the peripheral members and the core members. If the 
selective incentives are so attractive, the members, eager to pursue self benefits, will 
all have become activists in the welfare campaign. Then what are the problems with 
these stimuli? 
The first concerns limitations of the application of different types of selective 
incentives. Many selective incentives that attract the women recipients are 
intangible, like knowledge and friendship. Such kind of selective incentives 
penetrate different activities and are only perceived by participants in the long run. 
It is hard and impractical to use them to induce participation in demonstrations, 
petitions or meetings with government officials. Instead they are provided in other 
”occas ions such as the forums and the sub-group meetings. Their effectiveness lies 
in their contribution to the empowerment process. This in turn stimulates 




commonly cited sources of happiness from EGDC, induce participation in social 
actions in an indirect way. This nature makes them most powerful in encouraging 
participation in educated and social activities in the welfare campaign, .but less in 
the social actions themselves. 
To increase the number of participants in social actions, other types of 
selective incentives can be used For example, some recipients are attracted to the 
social actions because there are social gatherings afterwards. In the Mid-Autumn 
Festival in 1994，it staged a demonstration outside the Governor's House. In the 
same afternoon, they arranged a visit to the Hong Kong Park for the demonstrators. 
Ms. Lam was one of those who joined the demonstration because she wanted to 
take her children to the Hong Kong Park. This can be a attraction to the passive 
members who do not totally lose belief in social actions. Hypothetically, EGDC or 
other organizing groups can also give out material goods or gifts to those who take 
part in the demonstrations or the meetings with officials. 
However, these types of selective incentives pose great constraints on the 
organizing groups because they involve resources, like money, time and labor. Take 
EGDC as an example. It devotes its limited resources to activities of top priority 
in the welfare campaign. It spends on daily operation, provision of the literacy class 
and welfare information. Individual leisure activities need to be sponsored by 
companies. For example, the Christmas party in 1994 was sponsored by Levi's Ltd. 
while the Chinese New Year gathering in 1995 was sponsored by the Lion Club of 
New Territories. Both events gave out lots of gifts, like toys, stationery, decorations 
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and household goods to the recipients. Without funding from outside, such 
provisions are impossible. 
Scarcity of resources is not a unique problem faced by EGDC Most other 
non-governmental organizations which stage actions against the government or 
exerts pressure to influence government policy are also working hard to raise money 
to cover expenditure. Their resistant nature limits the sources of finance to private 
funds，the availability of which depends on various factors which are to a certain 
extent out of the control of these groups. The general financial difficulty forces 
them to make choice on what to spend. Groups that organize projects on social 
security recipients naturally must first devote their resources to basic needs like 
staffe，rent and administrative costs. Social gatherings and the provision of material 
goods are considered as luxury. They depend much on the availability of 
sponsorship. 
To overcome the scarcity of resources, there is another kind of selective 
incentive to utilize, but the application is confined to meetings with officials. It is 
not applicable in demonstrations or petitions. Observations on several such 
meetings show that attendants get benefits through asking officials queries about 
their personal cases and through seeking help or guarantee directly from the senior 
officials in the meetings. For example, in the meeting with social security officials 
on 10 December 1994 in Lai King, the social workers gave each participant a form 
to fill in. The participants were to report the difficulties they encountered and the 
unfair treatment they received at the social security field units. The forms were 
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given to the senior officials at the meeting. These individual cases were handled 
later by officials in charge. During that meeting recipients also could raise questions 
concerning their own problems. In the meeting with social security officials on 8 
April 1995 in Tsuen Wan, recipients also enjoyed the opportunity to seek help from 
the senior officials. One member was assured that she could claim expenses on a 
water bottle, a request previously refused by the field unit. Another was assured 
that she could claim for expenses on her son's graduation dinner in future. 
Having the above benefits is not widely announced before the meetings. 
Some members realize they have the chance to ask problems on their personal 
cases only at that moment, though some do not find it too unexpected because of 
experience in past occasions. In other words, the social workers have not made use 
of the availability of such benefits to encourage members to go to the meetings. 
What they keep emphasizing instead is the agenda of the respective meetings and 
the demands recipients have. I suggest that the social workers should make use of 
these selective incentives more often, especially because they demand no extra 
resources on EGDC or whatever community groups organizing the meeting. If the 
social workers are worried that personal cases will divert attention from inadequacy 
in the general social security system, they can arrange the question session in the 
last part of the meetings. 
Application of selective incentives is further constrained by their affinity with 
the needs of individual recipients. Recipients share many similarities but they are 
in no way uniform. They have different value systems and their personalities vary. 
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One recipient may find certain incentives essential, but another may find it trivial. 
It is impossible to have a selective incentive welcome by all. Of course some 
incentives are more popular. Still they are not omni-potent. The. following 
illustrations support this argument. 
Take knowledge as an example. It is a benefit highly treasured by all the 
core members. Most find it very rewarding to leam about welfare matters in the 
forums. This keeps them attending the fundamental activity. At first it seems that 
knowledge as an incentive can attract all. However, subsequent interviews with the 
peripheral members give a more realistic and diverse picture. A few peripheral 
members find the forums very boring, though they do like to leam more. One of 
them is Ms. So. She has leamt how to calculate the amount of payment and what 
expenses she can claim for. However, she is not interested in the forums because 
they are boring. Ms. Wong is similar. She said: 
The forums are too boring. Agenda are repetitive. There are few new 
things leamt after several meetings. They are always about the calculation of 
payment. My children have gone to the meetings with me and they also find 
them very boring... But I just told the social workers I was too busy to attend 
the forums. I did not tell them I was bored.' 
In the interview, I mentioned there was a re-employment group and 
suggested that Ms. Wong could attend the meetings. Ms. Wong expressed interest 
in finding part-time job. However, when I told her that the meeting place was 
Tsuen Wan, she said: 
，I won't go then. It's too far away. In addition, all meetings are just as 
boring as the mutual help group forums. I can tell what the meetings are about.， 
These two cases show some members like to receive more knowledge, but 
I. 
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this desire may not be strong enough to overcome perceived boredom in the 
� forums. 
Another very important selective incentive is friendship. Friendship 
developed by the core members, either with fellow members or the social workers, 
encourages them to continue active participation in various activities where they 
enjoy the company of others. However, not all love having a colorful social life. 
Some are quiet and shy. They feel uneasy being with strangers. For instance, Ms. 
Poon, one of the peripheral members, seldom talks in the forums. She explained 
that she was a quiet person all along and only had few friends in EGDC. I do not 
mean that such recipients are anti-social. They just are not enthusiastic to make new 
friends and are less committed to social life. It is true that they can see friends 
through participation, but the benefits friendship brings is not strong enough to 
overcome free-riding or pessimism. 
Even leisure activities and material gifts have limitations. Ms. So feels it 
troublesome to bring her children to the social gatherings. Ms. Tang is also 
reluctant to take her children to EGDC outdoor activities. She believes that the hot 
weather makes her children sick easily. Ms. Wong dislikes going to the social 
gatherings out of a different reason. She is afraid that she will meet some 
neighbors. They will then know she is a recipient. She dislikes these occasions also 
because she is weak and may faint sometimes. Moreover, Ms. Wong is reluctant to 
receive gifts from EGDC. The act makes her feel that others are having pity on her. 




power of the provision of leisure and gifts. 
In EGDC activities, members have the chance to seek personal help from 
the social workers. Core members like Ms. Chow and Ms. Tang are particularly 
grateful to EGDC because they have received help on housing and custody matters. 
However，help needed by some members may not be available from the social 
workers. 
Take Ms. Wong as an example. Her life is occupied with marital problems. 
Her greatest source of troubles is not just poverty, but also the love affair her 
husband has in China. She has great grievances against the，love affair problem，in 
China common today. She has asked the EGDC social workers for help, but 
nothing has been done. She is one of the pessimists who find demonstrations 
useless. Nevertheless, she perceives differently as far as the，love affair problem，is 
concerned. She is eager to stage social actions against the disloyal husbands. She 
even asked if I could help her contact other abandoned wives so that they could 
stage a protest. This shows that while she is lukewarm to the protests staged by 
EGDC, she is enthusiastic to stage those concerning her foremost suffering. This 
is an aspect of grievances EGDC will not address to. EGDC, in addition, does not 
have the expertise to offer help on marital problems. Ms. Wong is badly in need of 
counselling on marital problems, but cannot obtain it from EGDC. 
Individual help and counselling available from the EGDC social workers thus 
do not necessarily cater to the needs of all recipients. They are selective incentives 
to some, but not others. 
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Application of selective incentives is thus a function of the nature of specific 
selective incentives, the amount of resources available, as well as the extent they 
cater to the needs of recipient. Their effectiveness is not absolute. . 
Addressing the Right Problems 
Besides problems concerning application, the limitation of selective 
incentives also lie in the concept's intrinsic nature. To be specific, selective 
incentives are to appeal to the free-riders, but the free-riders do not equate to the 
total non-participants. Many who are outside the welfare campaign are not free-
riders, but pessimists. 
In EGDC, pessimists are far fewer than the free-riders. However, among the 
general population of women recipients, there may be many more pessimists, most 
of whom do not join any community groups. A possible reason of the high 
proportion is the' lack of access to information. Recipients are generally lowly 
educated and some are illiterate. Those who came from China may be able to read 
only the simplified version of Chinese characters. These factors contribute to a 
lower level of media consumption. They become less aware of the efforts made in 
the welfare campaign, the pressure it creates and the concessions made by the 
government. Since improvement in social security services is slow and not dramatic, 
these recipients may not notice their existence and how they are brought by the 
welfare campaign. This ignorance hinders their awareness of the achievements of 
the welfare campaign. The resulted pessimism is further strengthened by the fact 
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that many recipients do not join any community groups, which are a source of 
information on welfare matters as well as the welfare campaign. 
Some recipients are pessimistic towards the welfare campaign because they 
have a pessimistic personality. They have a grey outlook on life. They are more 
likely to refuse joining community groups even when given the chance. As a result， 
among the general population of women recipients, the proportion of pessimists will 
be higher than that in EGDC. 
What the pessimists are pessimistic of varies across individuals. Some only 
care for increase in payment. If they perceive that social actions cannot press the 
government for more money, they will find the welfare campaign useless. On the 
other hand，some women recipients may think that a small supplement of $200 is 
already a sign of success. They may then perceive efficacy in the welfare campaign. 
Some others may experience improvement in officials，attitude and regard it as a 
significant achieviement of the demonstrators. They will then believe in the 
effectiveness of the welfare campaign. In other words, recipients are pessimists in 
the sense that they perceive that the demands they value in the welfare campaign 
will be refused by the government. 
To the pessimists, perceived inefficacy is the main obstacle to participation. 
How to remove this obstacle? Can selective incentives do so? Not necessarily. In 
order to gain knowledge and friendship, some pessimists may be willing to attend 
the forums or sub-group meetings. Gifts and material goods may also be effective 
in encouraging them to the social gatherings. How about social actions? Will a 
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pessimist go to a demonstration just because there is a picnic afterwards, even if she 
finds the demonstration meaningless? This is unlikely. Selective incentives in this 
case address to a problem which is out of its domain. The root of the problem is 
perceived inefficacy. What we must solve first is inefficacy. This is the approach to 
transform the pessimists. Of course ways to eliminate pessimism is another area of 
investigation. The success depends on the access to information concerning 
achievements of the welfare campaign, the extent of actual improvement of social 
security services, as well as one's personality. 
Before such grey perception is changed, selective incentives only have limited 
effects. However, even after the perception of efficacy is nurtured, the former 
pessimists may not take part in the social actions at once. They may instead join the 
free-riders. This is when selective incentives work at its best to encourage 
participation. 
The power of selective incentives is also limited by the rationale behind the 
concept. Both selective incentives and the corresponding problem, i.e. free-riding, 
assume a self-interests pursuing individual. Under this postulate, a recipient acts to 
maximize personal benefits and minimize sacrifice. She lives in a vacuum, without 
social interaction with fellow recipients or members. Therefore when the free-riders 
make decisions, they need not consider their obligation towards the group or what 
fellow members feel towards them. Is this really the case in realty? Certainly no. 
The free-riders report fear that they will be labelled as selfish by the active 
members. This shows the self-centered rationale of selective incentives and free-
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riding do not represent a complete picture of the recipients. 
The recipients, besides being rational people who strive to improve their 
personal well-being, are social actors. They inevitably need social life and many 
enjoy having social interactions in the group. Therefore to encourage participation 
in social actions effectively, just providing benefits is not enough. The social workers 
can make use of their social nature to encourage participation. The way to do this 
is to build solidarity. Group solidarity attune to the social needs of the recipients. 
It is an indispensable mobilizing act in the welfare campaign. 
The concepts of selective incentives and free-riding are also inadequate in 
the sense that they take a mechanistic and behaviorist view of the recipients. They 
assume that the recipients act according to external stimuli. Incentive-reductionism 
is emphasized. Psychological state of the recipients is a blank. This contradicts the 
realty. It neglects the fear, the diffidence, the ignorance, the low self-esteem 
generally found among the women recipients. Even if selective incentives provided 
after a demonstration are very attractive, some free-riders still will not take part. 
It is because they dare not take part. They do not have the confidence, the courage 
and the psychological readiness to do so. The belief in welfare right also has not 
been consolidated. These opposing forces cannot be dealt with simply by selective 
incentives. What is needed is empowerment. 
The empowerment process increases members' confidence and courage. The 
demonstrators, who are relatively more empowered, now believe in welfare right 
and the efficacy of social actions. They acquire more resources to sustain 
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enthusiasm in the welfare campaign. This is a stronger moving force of participation 
than selective incentives, especially in the long run. 
Indispensability of Selective Incentives 
In this chapter, I argue that different selective incentives encourage 
participation in different ways and that the application is constrained by the scarcity 
of resources. The concept is not omni-potent also because it mainly tackles the free-
riding problem but not adequate in addressing the obstacle of pessimism. 
Furthermore, selective incentives are not effective in addressing the social and 
psychological needs of the recipients. 
However, the value of selective incentives is justified. They are an 
indispensable tool in mobilizing the women recipients. First, it is the most effective 
strategy in recruiting new members. Women recipients scattered throughout the 
territory get to know the community groups, both those staging social actions like 
EGDC and those providing counselling and recreational activities, mainly because 
the groups provide benefits. Many examples have shown that recipients learned of 
EGDC because of the gift coupons. Many joined other community centers because 
the centers provide services for single parents or recipient families. Selective 
incentives are therefore the bait to participation in the first step. 
Second, selective incentives sustain participation in different activities, 
especially the social and educational activities. The most obvious examples are the 




Sustaining participation is significant because empowerment takes time. It is 
through long-term participation that transformation can occur gradually. 
Third, friendship, one of the most important selective incentives, helps to 
develop group solidarity. An intimate relationship with members or the social 
workers enables one to think in terms of collective interests. This is a stepping stone 
to the removal of self-centered interests. 
Last but not least, all the selective incentives important to the women 
recipients have intrinsic value. They are not just tools. They are meaningful in their 
own right. Knowledge, support network and leisure are means of mobilization, the 
content of empowerment, as well as the ways to improve recipients' actual 
wellbeing. They seek to lead the recipients out of their old grey world occupied with 




Ch.6. Mobilizing Acts of EGDC 
• In the last chapter, I looked into the role played by selective incentives in 
overcoming free-riding. Since selective incentives are not omni-potent, a big gap is 
filled by the empowerment process, which equips recipients with resources so that 
they can participate actively in the welfare campaign. Here I'll investigate efforts 
made by EGDC to empower members. These efforts can be named as mobilizing 
acts. They are found in the social context of the empowerment process. 
The mobilizing acts are conscious efforts taken by the social workers of 
EGDC to strengthen the recipients in different aspects. There are 3 kinds of acts. 
The first is organizing acts. They aim to build group loyalty and solidarity. The 
second is framing acts or simply framing. They aim to develop a belief in welfare 
right and an awareness of injustice. Framing involves a change in consciousness. 
The third is the nurture of autonomy. This is to increase recipients' capacity and 
autonomy in organizing the welfare campaign. 
The best way to observe these mobilizing acts and see how they work is to 
analyze the social context within EGDC. These interactions expose how the social 
workers bring out the messages they desire, how they try to preach certain ideas, 
how recipients construct their mind, how they resist stimuli from the social workers 
etc. The emphasis is placed on a variety of face-to-face interactions and action 
‘ episodes. They include encounters with fellow members, with the social workers, 
with the government officials and with the mass media. 
The mobilizing acts penetrate these small occasions. In fact they will not 
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work unless penetrating various encounters. Thus this process to encourage 
participation can be named as micromobilization. 
Observations I made in the field study of different encounters provide much 
valuable information on empowerment. If the degree of empowerment is seen as 
a continuum, I will say that there are recipients at both ends of it. Most of the 
members are timid and keep a low profile in the welfare campaign. An obvious 
example is that it is often difficult to have voluntary spokespersons standing out for 
the standpoints of the women recipients. This is not just the case in open events 
like demonstrations, but also internal activities of EGDC. In the EGDC Annual 
Meeting on 15 January 1995, all of the women recipients present (about 10) were 
reluctant to present their positions in front of other attendants, like the Sham Tseng 
Anti-rate Group and the Kwai Chung Crowded Flats Concern Group. In the end, 
Ms. Candy Lee asked them questions and members responded only with short 
answers. Situatiori in the Chinese New Year gathering on 8 February 1995 was 
similar. No members were willing to be the spokesperson. They also lacked the 
ability to present concisely their demands in the welfare campaign. Here is the 
dialogue between Ms. Y. Chan, hostess of the gathering and several members. 
Chan: Any representatives from the recipient families of EGDC? 
(no response) 
(later, a few members came up as representatives) 
Chan: What do you demand? 
•»t 
The recipients: Don't know. 
Chan: Is it because the calculation is too complex? 
The recipients: Yes. We'd like to thank the social workers for their help. 
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On the contrary, some women recipients are surprisingly daring. They refute 
officials' argument and seek to bargain with them. Let's cite an example. Below is 
a dialogue between several members, Mr. Cheung, Senior Social Security Officer 
of West New Territories and Ms. Ho, Social Security Officer of Kwai Chung. 
Recipient E^ :^ I could not claim for expenditure on my son's 
graduation dinner. 
Cheung: We've published a recipients' handbook. 
Expenditure on graduation dinner should be 
covered. 
Recipient F: But officials at the field unit may not listen to our 
demands. 
Cheung: Some colleagues are new... 
Recipient F: I too could not claim for it last year. 
Recipient A: How come different officials treat recipients 
differently? 
Cheung: There is a little grey area that needs clarification. 
Recipient A: All recipients should receive the same treatment. 
Stella: Sometimes officials interpret policies differently. 
’ Parents find this hard to handle. 
Cheung: Some officials are new. Some experienced officials 
stick to old rules. We've already given them 
instructions. Don't pinpoint this again. 
Recipient A: There are officials who don't look over the rules at 
all. They just say no to our demands. 
Ho: If you are dissatisfied, you can call the Social 
Security Officer at each field unit directly. 
Recipient B: Some staffe are in a bad mood. Once one said: 'It's 
obvious I'm playing tricks on you.， 
- Since there is no such thing as a complete empowerment, mobilizing acts are 
75 All letters denoting the corresponding recipients are arbitrary. It is just for the 
sake of illustration. 
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not confined to those who are lowly empowered. Instead they aim at all members. 
They do not differentiate between those in different positions in the continuum of 
empowerment. Moreover, even the core members are far from being activists in the . 
welfare campaign. They need to be further strengthened, particularly through 
framing and the nurture of autonomy. Before going to these two mobilizing acts, 
let's turn to the most fundamental type, i.e. organizing acts. 
Organizing Acts 
Organizing acts seek to build group loyalty and solidarity. Both loyalty and 
solidarity develop a sense of collective interests in the members, uprooting the 
problem of free-riding. More importantly, they encourage members to pursue 
objectives of the group and make contributions to the group. Social support from 
fellow members and the social workers also creates a sense of confidence, gives 
members courage�and psychological security so that they will take part in social 
actions. 
The form of organizing acts varies. There are mainly four forms. The first 
is an initial and most direct step to start building group relationship. It is to arrange 
for members to know one another, through simple introduction or games. In most 
forums and sub-group meetings, attendants take turns to introduce themselves. 
Usually they tell others their names, living region and the number of children they 
have. Sometimes the social workers also ask them to tell others whether they have 
joined other community groups and whether they have taken part in any social 
c 
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actions. 
The social workers may also make use of games so that atmosphere can be 
more lively. This helps members to relax and be more willing to open themselves 
and make friends. For example, in one meeting, the social workers asked members 
not only to introduce their names, but also to explain the meaning of their names. 
Attendants enjoyed the session and some made jokes on others. In another 
instance, attendants were asked to introduce any fellow members in the meeting. 
This helped them to have a first contact with unfamiliar others. 
A second form of organizing act is to arrange sharing sessions in the forums 
or sub-group meetings. Topics are usually set by the social workers and members 
are to express what they feel towards the issues and their related experience. This 
offers an opportunity for attendants to understand others' viewpoint, to experience 
the similarity among the members and to get to know one another. Members may 
also have the chafice to offer others advice or receive help to solve their personal 
problems. Such two-way communication in a most natural setting allows members 
to be themselves, to understand and to care for fellow members. 
Atmosphere is usually best when it comes to the sharing sessions. This 
contrasts with the dull atmosphere in the discussions on harder topics, as will be 
looked into in the next section. Enthusiasm in sharing is vivid in this example from 
a forum on 18 February 1995. Members were aroused when they came across issues 
on money and self-esteem matters. They were eager to share their experience. The 




Leung: Do you think the recent increase of 5% is enough? 
Recipient A: We lead a hard life. Our family hasn't been to the 
Chinese restaurant for lunch for a year. We can 
manage on an even smaller amount, but the 
amount should be set with reference to the living ‘ 
index in Hong Kong. 
Recipient B: My children do not even know what eating in a 
Chinese restaurant is like. 
Recipient C: My family has received payment for 12 years. We 
received $3000 (for 7 members) in the beginning 
and $6000 (for 4 members) now. There is no 
improvement at all. 
Recipient A: The government is always playing with numbers. 
The increase is barely enough. We only saw movies 
twice in 5 years. My daughter cannot afford having 
lunch outside. She's got no social life at all. 
Recipient B: I feel inferior but I do not have low self-esteem... 
My relatives have not called me again after I 
received payment. 
Recipient A, B, C: Our children do not want to ask for 
receipts (on school expenditure) from the 
school because it is，face losing'. 
All: It is too embarrassing to ask for receipts all the 
time we go shopping. We feel discriminated. 
There are several topics members most enthusiastic to exchange opinion on. 
These topics have a direct relationship with their daily life. They include children's 
problem, school performance, bullying at the social security field units and 
procedural matters. Through sharing, a sense of common fate is created. Members 
feel they are in the same boat. They belong to the same group. 
The third form of organizing act concerns the provision of information. This 
，‘ information either increases members' understanding of EGDC or points out the 
achievements of EGDC. 
The former aims to build loyalty and commitment to the group through a 
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grasp of knowledge about the group's objectives and missions. Members are to learn 
that the group concerns for the recipients’ wellbeing. One way to distribute such 
information is through the newsletters which are sent to members every several 
months. For example, in the first issue of the newsletter, the objectives of EGDC 
were stated. When EGDC organizes any educational courses or sub-groups for 
members, it also distributes pamphlets on which objectives of the activities are 
presented. In this way, members who do not attend all forums still have the chance 
to access relevant information. 
However, information in written form should not overemphasized because 
most recipients do not receive much education. Reading is not a familiar act. 
Newsletters and pamphlets remain as supplementary to real interactions in various 
activities. It is important that the social workers verbally bring out the message in 
the forums and sub-group meetings. For instance, in the forum on 18 February 
1995, Ms. Y. Chan listed the four objectives of EGDC when it was set up in 1994. 
Members were then to discuss whether they agreed to them. The meeting 
concluded that all attendants generally supported the objectives. 
The provision of information also covers EGDC，s achievements in the 
welfare campaign. The social workers frequently remind members of the success of 
the welfare campaign and that past efforts made in social actions pay. The aim is 
to develop perceived efficiency both in EGDC and in the welfare campaign and to 
develop optimism among the members. They are important in initiating 
participation as well as sustaining participation. An example is found in the meeting 
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of Concern Group on Procedural Matters on 29 April 1995. Ms. Stella Fung led the 
discussion. 
Fung: In 93 - 94，children's payment increased by $100. In . 
1991，it's the first time we got an increase that 
exceeded inflation. In 94 - 95, children and single 
parent families got an additional amount of $200. 
Who brought us these benefits? 
Recipient D: We. 
Fung: Yes. How about Legco? 
Recipient D: Legco would not help us if we didn't demand. 
Fung: Yes. 
In another meeting of the same sub-group on 25 March 1995, Ms. Stella 
Fung also asked the attendants series of questions to bring out what EGDC has 
accomplished and demanded in the welfare campaign. The first was about EGDCs 
demand for a handbook for every recipient. The second concerns the provision of 
video information at the field units. This was a demand EGDC made in a 
December meeting with the SWD officials. Ms. Fung also confirmed that recipients 
have received computerized receipts form SWD listing payment of each items. This 
was also a demand made by EGDC. Ms. Fung then went on announcing that for 
the first t ime, the Chief Social Security Off icer o f T s u e n Wan, Kwai Chung and 
Tsing Yi took the initiative to invite recipients to a meeting. The aim was to explain 
increase of payment in April. 
In line with this is the development of perceived government responsiveness 
to recipients' demands. For instance, Ms. Y. Chan, in a meeting of Concern Group 
on Social Security Payment on 18 March 1995, elaborated on the need to ask the 
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authority to clarify queries on a proposed procedural change. She said: 
'Though the government did not announce the proposal in public, it 
will be too late if we express our opinion only after the government undergoes 
public consultation... The government will not turn a deaf ear to everything you 
ask. If you are willing to ask, the government will be willing to answer.' • 
It is essential that the social workers define success of the group for the 
members so that they will not give up hope in EGDC or the welfare campaign and 
even quit. Access to the information keeps up morale, prevents frustration and 
transform the pessimists. This form of organizing act is indispensable particularly 
because actual improvements in the social security system usually come slowly. 
The last form of organizing act is used in meetings or gatherings of larger 
scale. It is like some kind of agitation, which involves an exchange of questions and 
responses between a leader (the social workers) and the followers (the recipients). 
Such interactions foster a group concept and a sense of togetherness among the 
members. It is found in the New Year gathering on 8 February 1995, where both 
the women recipients and another group of elderly recipients (also EGDC 
members) were present. I refer them as the mass in the following abstract. 
Chan: In the past, each group of recipients just take care 
of their own business. However, we all demand 
more payment from the government. The singletons 
ask the government to increase payment to $2300. 
How about our recipient families? We need to 
make more efforts and think over our standpoints. 
If you want the government to make improvements 
quickly, what is most important? 
The mass: To be united. 
Chan: Yes. If we are united, we will succeed. Do you 
agree? This is the first time different recipients sit 
together. Let's applaud. 
(applause ) 
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Chan: We have to cooperate, to be united... What year is 
1995? 
The mass: The Year of the Pig. 
Chan: Yes. It is also the International Women's Year. In , 
the campaign, it doesn't matter whether you are a 
man or a woman? Do you agree? 
The mass: Yes. 
Chan: In April, the payment will increase. In September, 
the Governor will again adjust payment. We have 
to press the government to set an increase rate 
higher than inflation rate. I hope we can cooperate 
closely in future. 
It should be noted that this form of organizing act is only used occasionally 
and it is only a very mild agitation. Members are no maniac. It does not induce a 
great change in their emotion or temperament. The act mainly reminds and 
reinforces members，perception of the importance of unity. 
Framing Acts 
Framing acts are equally important when compared to the organizing acts, 
but the former require extra efforts as resistance is present. What framing aims is 
a change of consciousness, i.e. a removal of old ideas and the implantation of new 
concepts. Old ideas may be deep-rooted. It takes time to induce transformation. 
The success of which depends on the strength of old ideas, the extent of openness 
of the recipients to novel ideas and the convincing power of framing acts etc. 
In other words, framing, as a tool of meaning construction, depends both on 
the stimulating side and the receiving side. The stimulating side, i.e. the social 
workers, consciously design^ame^ to attune to the nature of the welfare campaign. 
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Frames are a set of values, beliefs and goals that justify the campaign and guide the 
corresponding social actions. The social workers play an active role in the process. 
The receiving side, i.e. the recipients, are exposed to the frames and they 
respond. The attitude they adopt may be positive, negative or neutral. Simply 
speaking, frames that resemble their current life situations or experience are more 
likely to be accepted. Frames that challenge their long time beliefs take more time 
to gain support and may only be received with a lukewarm attitude. The recipients 
are in a position to evaluate what the frames mean, how true or reasonable they 
are，what they cost them and what benefits they bring. They do not at once respond 
to the stimuli in the way the stimulating side desires. The process is a gradual one. 
Framing is thus a two-way interaction. It is a bridge between the active and 
the passive. The task is not easy at all. The obstacles it encounters are reflected in 
the construction of the welfare right frame and the justice frame, which interwind 
closely with each "other. 
Welfare right frame is a necessary element of the welfare campaign. Its 
function is most explicit when contrast with the belief that social security payment 
is something out of pity. The pity thought is one of the greatest opposing force of 
the campaign. How can one ask the government for more money or file complaints 
when one believes the government is being kind and showing pity. The 
straightforward way to eliminate this belief is to teach recipients that they enjoy 
welfare right and that the government are responsible for taking care of the 
deprived and the poor in the society. Since the government has such responsibility, 
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recipients have the right to voice their dissatisfactions towards the social security 
policy. 
The concept of welfare right frequently appears in newsletters, pamphlets, 
statements etc of EGDC. The idea is also mentioned and explained in EGDC 
activities. Such penetration is necessary so that recipients will internalize it. The 
following examples show how the social workers bring out the frame in two 
episodes. The first is a meeting of Concern Group on Social Security Payment on 
18 March 1995, where Ms. Y. Chan and Ms. Stella Fung discussed the ideal amount 
of payment with the members. 
Chan: What is the ideal amount?... Do you think it should 
not exceed $2300，i.e. the amount the elderly 
demand?... Any response from the back? 
Recipient A: It doesn't matter whether our payment is less than 
the elderly. 
Chan: It's unreasonable for us to demand less than $2300 
because family expenditure (like clothing, leisure 
, activities) is generally greater than the elderly's. 
$2300 should be the minimum level we demand. 
Will you want our ideal payment to be the same as 
theirs? 
Recipient A: There should be at least $2000 for children. It's 
hard to have what you want. The money is given by 
the government. We did not earn it. 
Chan: In general, the society accepts that the elderly 
should receive at least $2300. If we are to progress, 
we should also demand what the elderly demand… 
Do you dare to tell others what you demand? 
Recipient B: This is our right. 
�‘ Stella: Yes. If you don't speak out, others won't 
understand why you want more money. 
Chan: Our members are all responsible parents. If you 
abandon your children, they get $3500 a month as 
orphans. That's even more than the amount your 
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children receive now. The government should give 
the responsible parents encouragement by 
providing more money. 
‘ Stella: Yes. You parents need help only because you 
encounter difficulties now and there are no • 
alternatives. 
In the EGDC Annual Meeting on 15 Januaiy 1995, Mr. Tommy Lo, Director 
of EGDC, delivered a speech on what he called the correct meaning of welfare 
right, He said: 
，I would like all of you to pray for the "roof top residents" who are still 
camping outdoors in protest against housing arrangement of the government. 
They want to ask the government for the welfare right they deserve. What they 
want is reasonable treatment, not free lunch…Recipients of the social security 
payment do not want to depend on the payment forever. It is only in times of 
difficulties that one need help from the government... I urge all those capable 
ones to earn their own living.' 
Intricately interwoven with this frame is the justice frame. What the social 
workers do include punctuating and diagnosing. To punctuate is to single out the 
phenomena of injustice. Defining the unfair and unreasonable conditions in the 
social security system enables recipients to experience catharsis. This develops an 
awareness of the deprivation they encounter. They recognize that they are not the 
only persons who are bullied by the social security field unit officials or have 
payment wrongly calculated. To diagnose is to attribute the inadequacy to SWD, or 
simply to the government. Recipients will then have a specific party to blame on. 
This identification of responsibility is necessary before corrections or improvements 
are possible. 
An example of punctuation and diagnosis is found in the meeting of Concern 
Group on Social Security Payment on 25 February 1995. Ms. Y. Chan gave a 




followed the briefing. 
Chan: Are you satisfied with the increase? 
Some members: It's all the same whether we are satisfied or not. 
Chan: $2.6 a day. What can we do with this amount? 
Some members: Not even enough to buy salt. It can buy nothing. 
Some members: This is not OK at ail. Our economic situation is 
very tight already now. 
Chan: The government is not generous at all. What 
comments do you have? Is it pretty good? Should 
there be a greater increase? Is the increase 
enough?... The government should encourage 
recipients to be responsible parents, i.e. to raise 
their own children. How come the government 
gives even more monthly subsidy to the orphans 
than to your children? 
Some members: Yes. We have to look after our children night and 
day. 
Recipient A: $1045 for adults is not enough. This should not be 
compared with children's payment because 
children's payment is also not enough. 
Chan: A fair comparison should be made between basic 
rate for adult recipients and income of normal 
� adults... We can conclude that we generally think 
(1) Payment for adults is not enough; (2) Payment 
for adults should be compared with income of 
normal adults; (3) Payment for recipient families 
should be compared with income of normal 
families. 
The dialogue shows that punctuation and diagnosis is a two-way 
communication between the social workers and the recipients. The opinion sprung 
up from the various EGDC activities are sometimes crystallized in a written form, 
like a statement presented to the government. However, punctuation and diagnosis 
in this form are not really framing acts because its main function is to communicate 
with the government rather than with the members. This supports the argument 
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that framing takes place in micro events like action episodes and encounters, not 
other media. 
Both the welfare right frame and the justice frame are preparations for social 
actions. Another step to take to complete framing is prognosis. This is to suggest 
actions to solve the relevant problems. To be specific, the social workers suggest 
ways to solve the problems punctuated as unjust; to demand the government, i.e. 
the party diagnosed as guilty, to do something; and to exercise welfare right. 
Prognosis gives specific guideline to the welfare campaign. 
There are two parts in prognosis. The first concerns reaching consensus on 
the standpoint to take in the welfare campaign. The recipients have to agree on 
what to demand from the government. They have to decide the amount they seek 
to increase and to propose ways to improve procedural matters etc. A well prepared 
and thoroughly thought standpoint is essential before actual social actions are 
staged. ‘ 
Usually it is not hard to reach consensus, partly because members generally 
experience similar plight and thus desire more or less the same improvements in 
social security services. When a suggestion about adding new subsidies is made, it 
is easy to gain support from fellow members. Members generally have the sincerity 
and desire for consensus. There are few maniac activists who fight for their own 
views and there is little fierce debate as far as standpoints are concerned. 
In the meeting of Concern Group on Procedural Matters on 25 March 1995, 
members decided on the agenda for a meeting to be held with the SWD officials. 
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Members were enthusiastic to express their view. In fact, this part of the meeting 
was quite noisy. They voiced a lot of complaints. What Ms. Stella Fung had to do 
was to summarize the various opinion. Little compromise was needed. She 
concluded with four agenda items. They were: (1) different officials should 
implement the same policy; (2) officials should understand the policy well; (3) each 
recipient should receive one handbook; and (4) the computerized receipts should 
be written more clearly. No attendants opposed to this summary. Agreement is thus 
reached smoothly in less than an hour. 
After members have agreed on certain issues, decision of the actual wording 
of the standpoints will be left to the social workers or some core members. 
Statements in petition drafted by them usually need not be approved by the general 
members. No disputes in wording arise. In addition, standpoint adopted in the past 
undergoes few changes or meet little opposition as time goes by. For instance, 
EGDC has been Asking the government to give every recipient a handbook. New 
members or members who missed the initial discussion have no difficulties 
supporting it like the rest of the group. 
The seeking for consensus in EGDC does not require great efforts. What's 
difficult is to have members remember the standpoint of the group. Members 
usually know, though some only know vaguely, what they want from the 
government. However, they may forget what EGDC as a group pursues. The social 
t i 
workers have to remind again and again them of EGDC，s demands. Otherwise, the 
campaign will be so loosely structured that pressure exerts on the government will 
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be weakened. Efforts to internalize the contents of consensus often have setbacks. 
Let's look at an example in the meeting of Concern Group on Procedural Matters 
on 29 April 1995. 
Fung: Do you remember what we demand? 
(silence) 
Fung: That's too bad. Don't you remember? 
Recipient C: To clarify our queries. 
Fung: There are 2 other demands. 
(silence) 
Fung: You don't remember? What about the handbook? 
Recipient D: One for each recipient. 
Fung: Yes. 
Recipient C: They said no to our demand, saying it was 
expensive to publish so many handbooks. 
Fung: Is cost really that important? 
Recipient E: What's a handbook? 
Fung: I'll faint. 
The second part of prognosis concerns the deciding of what actions to take. 
This is the most difficult part of framing because many members are lukewarm in 
such discussion. One reason is that the belief in welfare right and in the fight for 
justice is not strong enough. They hesitate to challenge the government and to give 
it pressure. Another reason is that many members are only in the starting point of 
� . t h e mpowerment process. They lack the confidence, knowledge and experience to 
stage social actions. Many have not had direct encounters with the government 




not used to discussing complex matters and deciding on administrative 
arrangements. It is much easier if they are to say what they feel freely. In the 
discussion on actions to take, those who voice their opinion are usually the core 
members. The majority remain silent. It sometimes becomes a hard task to break 
the dead air. 
For example, in the meeting of Concern Group on Procedural Matters on 
25 March 1995, members had to decide on the arrangements for a meeting with the 
SWD officials. They first discussed the appropriate date for the meeting. Only 6 to 
7 said what they thought. The remaining 10 were silent. On the issue of name list, 
one member said it was a frightening idea that SWD wanted the names of the 
participants. One member said giving the authority information on the number of 
participants was already enough. The other members remained silent. 
In the meeting of Concern Group on Social Security Payment on 18 March 
1995，Ms. Y. Chah gave a briefing on a proposal made by the government welfare 
advisory committee. In order to cut administrative fee, the government planned to 
give the recipients another lump sum to cover children's school expenditure so that 
recipients no longer need to get reimbursements with receipts. The amount of lump 
sum might be based on a mean or might be a maximum amount so that no 
recipients would receive less under the new plan. Chan commented that the 
government has not decided how to calculate the lump sum, but if it was based on 
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the mean, the amount would be very little. Chan wrote on the whiteboard several 
queries about the proposal. They were: (1) will the government adjust the lump sum 
1 2 5 
« • 
if price of stationery and books increase? (2) will the lump sum differ for children 
of Primary school and children of Secondary school? (3) Pr. 4 students should 
receive more because they pay more school fee and (4) what items of expenditure 
will the lump sum cover? Then Chan asked members whether they agreed to ask 
the government to clarify the queries. Out of the 15 members present, only 4 said 
yes. One opposed to the action. The rest remained silent. After undergoing such a 
long discussion, no conclusive action was agreed on because most did not say what 
they think. 
Because of such passive attitude, the social workers sometimes initiate 
actions themselves. For example, they provide other recipients groups with 
information on welfare issues and try to understand standpoint of others. 
The social workers also propose in the forums and sub-group meetings 
possible actions to take so as to encourage discussion and feedback, to improve 
efficiency in the pursuit of demands and to teach members what kinds of actions 
are possible. In the meeting of Concern Group on Social Security Payment on 22 
February 1995, members expressed enthusiastically their dissatisfaction on the little 
increase in payment from April 1995. Ms. Y. Chan suggested that what members 
could do was to have a sharing with fellow recipients of other districts. Her proposal 
received little response. The dialogue was as follows. 
Chan: Let me boldly make a suggestion. We can invite 
recipients of Tsing Yi and Kwun Tong to have a 
discussion with us. Are you bold enough to take 
part in such a discussion? 
(no response) 
Chan: Any objections? 
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( n o response ) 
Chan had to ask the attendants one by one to give their opinion on the 
proposal of a cross-district meeting. Their attitude was lukewarm. 
Recipient A: I have said my opinion already. 
Recipient C: No opinion. I will attend the meeting if I have 
time. 
Recipient D: No opinion. 
Recipient E: I will go if I have time. 
The rest of the recipients’ opinion was similar. Chan concluded that she 
would try to arrange a meeting in EGDCs office in Chung On building in Tsuen 
Wan. 
The difficulties encountered in prognosis reflect that efforts made by the 
stimulating side do not pay considerably. There is still a long way to effective 
framing. It show an incomplete construction of frames, a resistance put up by 
members and the need to strengthen the empowerment process. 
， The Nurture of Autonomy 
The nurture of autonomy is a mobilizing act aimed at strengthening the 
empowerment process. Why stress autonomy? It is because the campaign staged by 
EGDC is social workers oriented. The recipients do play a role in the process. They 
give feedback to the social workers，arrangements and initiatives. They decide for 
themselves whether to join any activities or actions. However, it is the social 
“workers who set the agenda for all the forums and sub-group meetings. They 
provide members with basic and new information on welfare issues. They present 
various arguments in disputable policy, lead discussion, summarize opinion, draft 
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statements and propose what social actions to take. They do most of the 
administrative work. They set schedule for the group, distribute resources and 
design what services to provide for the members. They master information about 
the members and are responsible for mobilizing them and giving them help. 
What the social workers want is to increase autonomy of the members so 
that they can be more independent and can decide for themselves how to fight for 
welfare rights. The need to exercise autonomy is justified by the nature of the 
welfare campaign. For one thing, since the welfare campaign crusades for the 
recipients, the recipients are most legitimate to lead the campaign; for another, the 
recipients know best their needs and ways to satisfy their needs. Moreover, the 
nurture of autonomy has intrinsic value. It is one aspect of the empowerment 
process. While recipients are gaining knowledge, developing confidence, loyalty, 
commitment, they need the chance to actualize themselves. It does not make sense 
if the social workers decide everything for them. The social workers do not aim at 
complete self-rule of the members right away. What they seek is to encourage 
leadership and independence. 
Efforts to nurture autonomy are pressing, especially because most members, 
including the core members, are only freshmen in social actions. Inadequacy is 
abundant. For example, demonstrators keep a low-key manner by wearing masks. 
Most members hesitate about being spokespersons or accepting interview from 
Ht 
journalists. This is a setback to the welfare campaign. In meetings, members often 




lukewarm to discussion, sometimes they are so noisy that there is no order at all. 
Some go on and on elaborating their view while some others are so quiet that they 
remain silent throughout the meetings. Such problems are not limited to the forums 
and sub-group meetings. They are also found in the meetings with government 
officials. Some members keep on talking about their personal experience and 
difficulties, neglecting the task of presenting objectives and demands of EGDC as 
a group. They do not perform well in meetings. Their insistence on anonymity also 
prevents them from being average demonstrators. They resist direct encounters with 
the mass media and miss the great opportunity to gain public support for the 
welfare campaign. These weaknesses result in a group of dependent members and 
a group of social workers acting as leaders. Considering all these limitations, much 
has to be done before they can self-rule. 
To nurture autonomy, a basic means is to encourage members to take part 
in discussions so that they can make decisions with the social workers together. The 
social workers have been doing this in all meetings, but response is not always 
encouraging. We see in the last section that when discussing the staging of social 
actions, members sometimes remain silent. They lack the eagerness to have a share 
in decision making. To solve this problem, the social workers designed a simple 
game regulating discussion in the forums. In the forum on 13 May 1995, each 
attendant was given 3 pieces of paper strip. Whenever they voiced an opinion, they 
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had to drop one piece of paper strip. This meant each attendant could express their 
opinion 3 times. Chan jokingly said that those who didn't say anything would be 
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punished. In the end, only 3 members have not said anything at all. 
Besides nurturing autonomy by encouraging discussion, the social workers 
also set up small groups to run certain EGDC activities. Members of the group are 
responsible for decision making of the group. For example, members whose 
children take the remedial class form a parents group to decide arrangements of the 
remedial class. In the meeting on 11 January 1995, parents decided how to run the 
class in future without subsidy from EGDC, which encountered financial difficulties. 
The parents were all enthusiastic in suggesting the period of the class, qualification 
of the students and ways to recruit voluntary tutors etc. They were also eager to 
suggest ways to control classroom discipline. The meeting was a valuable chance to 
practice autonomy and the effects were satisfactory. 
The social workers also attempt to solve specific obstacle on the path to 
autonomy. One example is to tackle the fear of the mass media. In the meeting of 
Concern Group on Social Security Payment on 25 February 1995, Ms. Y. Chan tried 
to encourage members to accept interview from the mass media, but she received 
little positive response. Only one or two active members responded to her 
suggestions. Here is their dialogue. 
Chan: This morning, the Secretary for Welfare said that 
the government would conduct a thorough review 
in late March. You have to decide what your view 
is, like how much you want to increase. If others 
ask your opinion, you will have to be able to 
answer. Still remember the Macpherson's Report 
“ last year? 
Recipient B: Yes. 
Chan: Are you bold enough to be interviewed by the 
reporters? 
130 
Recipient A: Why afraid? I am willing to be interviewed as long 
as there are no cameras. 
Chan: What about if reporters want to shoot your home? 
( n o response ) 
Recipient C: If we are on TV, others will look down on us 
further. They will think we do not work to earn our 
living. 
Chan: Please raise hands if you accept interview on the 
phone? 
( n o hands raised ) 
Recipient C: It's no use if I am the interviewee all the time. 
Others who haven't been interviewed should try it 
this time. 
Recipient A: I agree. 
Recipient D: It's better if recipients from different regions can 
speak out their opinion. 
The focus on discussion then shifted to another agenda item. The proposal 
on interview was inconclusive. 
Besides the above efforts to nurture autonomy, the social workers also � 
started series of discussion from mid-March on the establishment of a new, 
autonomous recipients group. This issue is not just for the sake of nurturing 
autonomy. It is a direct result from practical needs. Ms. Stella Fung explained that 
EGDC received a fund one and a half year ago to organize a project on women 
recipients. The fund would last for another one and a half year. In order to avoid 
the Mutual Help Group coming to an end with nothing left, it was necessary to 
- p r e p a r e for a new group, made up of and run by the recipients themselves. 
The idea of separating from EGDC and running their own group is 
completely novel to the members. To give them a more concrete picture of an 
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autonomous recipients group, the social workers gave a briefing on the Parents' 
Group for the Handicapped on the forum on 15 April 1995. Ms. Stella Fung and Ms. 
Y. Chan tried to ask their opinion on the group. Members responded coldly. It 
seemed that they did not quite grasp the point of discussion，i.e. the need to set up 
a new group, the need to be independent and the significance of autonomy. This 
is how the discussion proceeded. 
Chan: This group of parents (of the Parents' Group for 
the Handicapped) campaigned for more rights. 
They are great. What aspects of the group do you 
appreciate? 
(silence) 
Chan: Do you want to act like them? 
(silence) 
Recipients A: We help one another like them. Our relatives won't 
help us. 
(many private discussions on the help they received from the 
relatives) 
Stella: Who are responsible for EGDCs work now? 
Chan: We, the social workers. 
Stella: We are different from the handicapped group. 
Which is more ideal? 
(no response and some chatted on their own) 
The social workers are aware that members may be afraid of being 
abandoned by EGDC and left alone and powerless. They gave them assurances in 
the later part of the meeting. 
Chan: It doesn't matter if EGDC 'closes down'. What's 
important is you parents can still group together. 
Recipient A: I once joined a regional group. It dissolved later 
but members still meet regularly. People will come 
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as long as they are enthusiastic. 
Chan: We don't want you to depend on EGDC 
completely. We don't want 300 families scattered 
� around one and a half year later. It's better if you 
can group together. 
Recipient D: It is impossible for recipients to organize a group 
alone. We need the help of social workers. We 
should make efforts, not just taking part in leisure 
activities. There will only be sponsorship if there 
are many participants. Parents can also actualize 
their potential by organizing a group. 
Chan: Yes. It's not easy to have this Mutual Help Group. 
We don't want it to dissolve with nothing left 
behind. 
Stella: Of course EGDC will tiy to look for sponsorship.. 
The number of staffs may cut…We hope members 
will share our burden of work. 
In another forum on 13 May 1995, members again discussed the advantages 
of setting up a new group. The following dialogue shows the formation of opinion 
towards the issue. 
Chan: Suppose we have a mutual help group independent 
of EGDC. What advantages will it have? 
Recipient A: Members think the same. 
Chan: We can tell others that we are not loosely 
organized and we are not useless. Any other 
advantages? 
Recipient B: We can show caring for each other. 
Recipient A: We can train our reasoning power. 
Chan: More people can understand the situation of the 
recipients. This can lessen discrimination. What 
else? 
(silence) 
Recipient C: We will get bolder and will be willing to express 
our opinion. We can campaign for more rights 




Stella: Any examples of mutual help? 
Recipient D: We can help each other. 
• Recipient E: We can have literacy class. 
Recipient C: If we have our own group, it's easier to recruit ‘ 
voluntary tutors. 
Chan: You can also join other community groups. What 
is it so special to have a particular recipients group. 
Recipient C: It's easier to meet with officials if we have our own 
group. 
Stella: Any more? 
(silence) 
Chan: Actually do you get the difference a new group can 
make? 
Recipient A: It's more or less the same. 
Chan: If you have a new group, EGDC will still give you 
help. But do you think it's better to have your own 
group? 
Recipient C: It's better, but we need social workers as our 
leaders. 
Chan: Of course. 
Recipient D: With our own group, others will pay more attention 
to the recipients. 
Stella: Yes. 
Chan: If we've got our own group, other recipients can 
immediately recognize its nature and join us. 
Though silence was found in the dialogue, members were more willing to 
express their view than before. In addition, more members were beginning to 
understand the difference a new group could make. 
In the forum, Ms. Chan concluded that it was best if there was the co-
existence of a recipients group and the backup of EGDC. She added that this would 
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not take place in the coming 1 or 2 years, but would be something in the long run. 
She reminded members to think of this issue in 1995, saying that throughout the 
forums in July and August, they would undergo similar discussions. 
The above illustrations about efforts to nurture autonomy reflect a tendency 
of inertia among the general members. Most members are dependent on the social 
workers. They may be loyal to the group and committed to what the group does, 
but do not feel obliged to manage group affairs. They do what they are interested 
in. For example they are very enthusiastic in discussing topics concerning their daily 
life. Some even take the initiative to draft statements complaining their economic 
plight and demanding improvement. 
However, they ignore group affairs, even if they need to be solved or 
decided, when they found these things uninteresting, complex, abstract or less 
personal. They do not worry about these necessary tasks because they are confident 
that the capable social workers will fulfill what must be done and that they are the 
ideal and take-for-granted leaders in the welfare campaign. An obvious example is 
the setting up of a new group. Discussion on autonomy is relatively abstract and 
intangible to the recipients. There is little enthusiasm in the topic. When first told 
the women recipients' project under EGDC may dissolve after one and a half year， 
they do not express an eagerness to find solutions to the problem. They assume a 
passive role. Such dependent attitude reflects that members have not internalized 
the meaning and essence of autonomy. It takes time to change them and to teach 
them the concept. Resistance to autonomy may also exists because self-rule requires 
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extra time, efforts and resources from the members. Members, both the active ones 
or the free-riders, may be satisfied with the current situation. They find autonomy 
redundant and thus are inert to change. 
In this chapter, I look into three mobilizing acts, namely organizing acts, 
framing acts and the nurture of autonomy. Analysis on the many encounters and 
action episodes shows that many efforts are needed to empower the recipients, so 
that they can develop commitment to the group and to ideological beliefe, as well 
as to become more capable and independent members in the welfare campaign. 
Current performance of the recipients show that they are still struggling on the path 
towards empowerment. Since selective incentives are not strong enough to sustain 
participation, mobilization efforts of EGDC or any similar grassroots groups are 





This study demonstrates that the rational choice approach and the cultural 
approach are not mutually exclusive. It is true that the recipients are rational actors, 
driven by goals. They seek for personal benefits and try to avoid risks. However, 
they are at the same time social animals. They have social needs and are capable 
of pursuing collective good. This sense can be enhanced by commitment to group 
life, the development of group solidarity and the nurture of ideological beliefe. 
The cultural aspect of these actors bring out limitations of the rationale 
behind free-riding and selective incentives. Free-riding, to a considerable extent, 
does explain the phenomenon of non-participation. However, the solution proposed 
by Olson, i.e. selective incentives, only overcome partly the problem. Olson assumes 
a self-interests pursuing actor. Individuals free-ride when they perceive that costs 
are greater than benefits. They act when they can get selective incentives. Actors' 
mind seems like a vacuum. They are simply directed by personal interests. In reality, 
as shown in this study, actors do aspire after and are capable of undergoing 
cognitive growth and development of social network. The nurture of ideological 
beliefe and group solidarity empower them. They are equipped with resources like 
knowledge, beliefs, confidence and psychological readiness. These are the social and 
psychological forces that sustain participation in the welfare campaign and thus fill 
�‘ in the gap left by selective incentives. 
Cultural forces come into play not just because the are tools to stimulate to 




intrinsic meaning. They attune to the nature of the welfare campaign, which does 
not require mere participation. What it wants and needs is participants committed 
to and believe in their actions. This is something out of Olson's concern. 
It follows that the logic of participation varies for different kinds of 
campaigns or movements, which have completely different objectives and nature. 
Here the welfare campaign makes specific kinds of selective incentives important. 
Knowledge and social support needed by many recipients may not be essential at 
all in other movements, like that pursuing salary increase by certain professionals. 
In the welfare campaign, selective incentives are not enough because limitations in ‘ 
the application of specific selective incentives exist and that the campaign stresses 
ideological commitment of the participants. However, there may be some other 
movements which primarily aim at a greater number of participants disregarding 
what's in their mind. In such a situation, selective incentives may provide a 
sufficient solution to the problem of non-participation. In other words, the kinds of 
manipulation needed to encourage participation depends much on the nature of the 
campaign itself. What it crusades for and why actors do not participate bring 
different kinds of mobilization. Selective incentives and cultural forces interplay 
differently in different contexts. 
Back to this study, the welfare campaign in general or the welfare campaign 
staged by EGDC is just in an initial stage. It is too early to evaluate its success, but 
I regard that EGDC demonstrates a successful start. Its welfare campaign may be 
the greatest in scale in Hong Kong. Over just a period of 3 years, it manages to 
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recruit more than 300 members and initiate scores of encounters with the authority 
to press for better social security services. Though the core members still belong to 
the minority, the changes they have undergone are drastic. They shed their 
ignorance, timidity, diffidence and acquire knowledge, courage and confidence. In 
the past, they were recipients isolated from one another. Now they are interwoven 
into a social network, capable of staging protest actions against the government. 
Transformations are possible not because of forces within the recipients themselves. 
Transformations are brought by stimuli from outside, the mobilizing efforts of 
EGDC. Over an observation period of 5 months, I found signs of change in some 
peripheral members as well. Quiet and passive members tried for the first time to 
attend meetings with government officials. I see an optimistic picture that recipients 
are capable of undergoing the empowerment process. It is possible for a group of 
ignorant and ordinary mothers and housewives to change into some protesters 
frequently staging' actions outside the Governor's House. 
These achievements are really something, especially when there are no 
precedents of mobilization of women recipients in the campaign. EGDC also 
occupies a leading role in joint actions among various recipients groups and even 
becomes one of the representative group of recipients bodies. Such position is to 
a certain extent brought by the progressive attitude of the EGDC and capability of 
the social workers in charge. 
••I 
Given these achievements and its pioneering position, the existence and 
efforts made by EGDC in the past 3 years are justified Continued development of 
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its campaign is worthwhile. 
As emphasized, transformations undergone by EGDC members are only 
possible through mobilization of the group. The position of such grassroots groups 
cannot be easily replaced by other parties. Resources and expertise possessed by the 
grassroots groups make them more effective in inducing empowerment. For one 
thing the social workers communicate with the recipients more easily; for another 
they get trust from them. Moreover, they have the ability to provide counselling and 
assistance. The grassroots group also tend to pursue what the recipients need. This 
standpoint gains recognition and support from them. 
Such resources are not available from any religious groups or neighborhood 
groups as recipients generally only have limited social life and have no religion. The 
social isolation thev face means that mobilization from these groups are not 
probable. In addition, such groups have their own objectives and do not primarily 
campaign for better social security services. 
Some politicians do take part in the welfare campaign, but they seldom stage 
cooperated actions with the recipients. One reason is that they lack the advantages 
possessed by the social workers. Another reason is that the parties have to appeal 
to different social sectors, like the working class, the service sector and the business 
people. It is unlikely that they will devote resources to mobilize the poor in the 
long term, especially when the poor do not often vote. The recipients are not an 
attractive target to please in the eyes of the politicians. 
An optimistic picture is presented, in that empowerment is possible and that 
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EGDC，s campaign is worthwhile. But how exactly does the campaign perform? To 
what extent are the objectives fulfilled? How smooth or rough is the process? We 
can use its three elements or objectives as the yardstick of success. 
For the first objective, education, it is apparent that members have learnt 
much about welfare matters. Those who go to the forums more or less can grasp 
how the welfare policy works as time goes by. Many have not heard of the notion 
of welfare right, but get a rough understanding of its meaning from EGDC. As 
mentioned, the concept has not been internalized in many members, even not in 
some core members. Continued framing is needed to strengthen the belief. 
Knowledge is the first type of satisfaction experienced by many members. 
This reflects success of education by the social workers and that education caters 
to the needs of most recipients. This part of their work is routine and repetitive in 
nature as new faces appear in the forums regularly. It is essential to maintain 
education as a fundamental part of the welfare campaign. Slacking will undermines 
EGDC，s attraction to members, especially recruits, and will waste past efforts in 
developing the welfare right frame. 
Mutual help, the second objective, has developed among the more active 
members. For the quiet ones, many do not really have friends in EGDC. In-depth 
communication is rare and EGDC has not become their source of help or social 
support. Since some members have a passive personality and their personal needs 
may not be met by EGDC, the development of group life and commitment is 
particularly difficult. These are built-in factors that are hard to manipulate. In the 
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present situation, opportunities to know one another's names and opinion on 
welfare issues are provided in regular activities. Whether members can really make 
V 
friends with others then depend on their own initiatives and responses. In addition, 
there is little free time in the forums and sub-group meetings. Personal chatting is 
possible among close members during gaps between agenda. The shy ones may find 
it hard to join in even if they are interested to make new friends. To build group 
solidarity, the social workers must make additional efforts. They have to devote 
extra time and resources to providing social activities so as to promote friendship 
and communication. It is in such leisurely occasions, not in meetings or forums that 
former strangers can turn into friends. 
The third objective, social actions, is the most important element of the 
welfare campaign, but at the same time the weakest part as far as participation of 
members is concerned Out of the several hundred members, fewer than one fifth 
take part in meetings with officials or demonstrations. Among the core ones, only 
several are willing to act as spokespersons. In addition, only a few exceptions are 
willing to disclose their identity before the mass media. Such low profile reflects 
immaturity in the welfare campaign. It is still far away from the end of nurturing 
them into independent, courageous and resolute activists. 
Social actions ask for demands. How many of the demands are rejected? 
Many, especially those about increase in payment. Of course achievements on 
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officials' attitude, the release of information, the strengthening of procedures are 
found. However, the government keeps a hard line in increasing money. All 
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members complain that their economic situation is very tight. Poverty is so serious 
that they find it hard to live with dignity. Whether social actions staged by EGDC 
are useful are controversial, depending on the yardstick used by members. This 
explains the co-existence of pessimists and optimists in the movement. 
Inadequacy found in the empowerment process of EGDC tells us that 
manipulation is no easy task. The nurture of autonomy remains an important 
mission in future. It is only when members are better equipped with organizing 
skills and leadership qualities that the women recipients project of EGDC can 
change into a new autonomous recipients group. 
How about the future? Should we expect a successful and mature welfare 
campaign in Hong Kong, or a campaign that will inevitably wither in a few years? 
There seems to be no explicit answers, but we can have more understanding by 
looking into the factors standing in the process. 
There are technical obstacles. In EGDC's case, there are three social workers 
organizing more than three hundred members. The ratio is less than 1 to 100. It is 
difficult to keep close contact with the many peripheral members, to understand 
their worlds and to encourage their participation. The social workers themselves are 
also valuable resources of EGDC. Each one has built a network with fellow 
members. If one resigns, the new one will have to start all over to get trust from 
fellow members, to develop relationship with them and to take up cases that require 
counselling and assistance. 
It is expected that these technical problems will be more serious in other 
I. 
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recipients groups, like Kun Fuk Women's Rights Association and the Concern 
Group on Single Parents, which are smaller in scale and have fewer social workers 
mobilizing members. This disadvantage directly undermines the empowerment 
process. That explains to a certain extent why while more recipients groups 
appeared in recent years, recipients taking part in the welfare campaign still belong 
to the minority. The scarcity of resources faced by grassroots group like EGDC 
remains a strong opposing force in the development in the welfare campaign. In 
other words, prospects of the welfare campaign is blurred by the fact that recipients 
groups generally face scarcity of resources. These groups are oppositional forces 
against the government. It is unlikely that they will or can get subsidy from it. They 
become dependent on private funding. This limits their capability to reach out and 
transform the recipients. 
Whether the campaign can endure and further develop depends also on 
situational factors' which are out of the manipulation of the grassroots groups. A 
significant variable is the extent of actual improvement in social security services. 
There are positive facts like growing openness of government officials to 
communicate with the recipients and improvement in their attitude. However, 
increase in social security payment is slow and small in amount. It is unlikely that 
recipients will get a satisfactory amount in the near future. As time goes by, 
whether those in the campaign can uphold beliefe and enthusiasm remains to be 
tested. 
In addition it is difficult to have a supportive bystander public when the 
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wave of unemployment has no signs of subsidence. This undermines legitimacy of 
the welfare campaign in the eyes of the recipients. Without perceived legitimacy, 
the welfare right frame and justice frame, already fragile, may collapse. Whether 
this will happen is still too early to predict. 
I do not intend to give a completely grey picture of the welfare campaign. 
Its achievements are not lacking and transformation undergone by some recipients 
cannot be denied. There are also favorable situational factors. For instance, 
demonstrations are getting more common in Hong Kong. They have gained higher 
perceived legitimacy in recent years. The political climate also favors the exercise 
of civil rights. The recognition of the right to voice opinion and to criticize 
government policy is more widely found. These variables are encouraging forces of 
the welfare campaign. 
‘ 1A5 
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Appendix I. Social and Economic Profile of the Interviewees 
The Core Members 
Ms. Au Ms. Chow Ms. Fung Ms. Ho Nfe Kan 
Age 37 37 29 37 31 
Educational Level secondary Pr,2 junior secondary Pr.2 Pr.3 
Marital Status husband in jail divorced separated divorced widowed 
Number of Children 3 2 1 2 2 
Duration of Receiving 5 years 2 years 2 years 4-5 years 4 years 
Payment 
Year joining EGDC early 1993 early 1993 Aug 1993 early 1993 1993 
Past Occupation factory technician cashier peasant & peasant fiactory worker 
cleaning woman 
Birth Place China China China China HK 
Housing Type public public public public public 
Health Status mild heart disease alright alright alright alright 
Religion , no no no no no 
c. 
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The Peripheral Members 
Ms. Ma Ms. Ng Ms. Poon Ms. So 
Age 45 37 38 41 . 
Educational Level Fr.4 Pr.2 secondary primary 
• • I II • — • I — -• • - , , , , , , 
Marital Status widowed single widowed blind husband — — — — — 
Number of Children 3 2 2 3 
Duration of Receiving 2-3 years 2 years 1 year 1 year 
Payment 
Year joining EGDC Aug 1994 Dec 1993 early 1994 Sept 1994 
• ‘ — — — — _ — — — ———— — — • I •! • • - — - . • •• I I I • • • • • • 
Past Occupation peasant, salesman, peasant & peasant & restaurant & 
& cashier factory worker factory worker factory worker —— —— — — .... 
Birth Place China China Indonesia Taiwan 
Housing Type public public public public 
— • •垂•丨••  ••• •• • • , 
Health Status alright alright stomach ache liver problem 
Religion no no no no 
- 一 “ ” 一 • 一 • • 丨 _ —— . . 
• • I 
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The Peripheral Members (cont'd) 
. Ms. Tang Ms. Wong Ms. Lam 
Age 32 34 36 . 
Educational Level primary primary Pr.l — - .  
Marital Status divorced will be divorced widowed 
‘ I ' l l ! - — • —-- • __•• I 丨隱,• 
Number of Children 2 2 2 
Duration of Receiving 10 months 1 year 2-3 years 
Payment 
— - I • • • — 
Year joining EGDC Dec 1994 June 1994 Dec 1993 
Past Occupation restaurant & factory worker factory worker & 
factory worker businesswoman 
Birth Place HK China • China 
—— — — .,. 
Housing Type public public public 
Health Status alright inner ear problem & alright 
insomnia 
- 一 • • ‘ - I I I I I II I • _ 




Appendix n. Field Study Record 
The following is a list of EGDC activities I attended to make observations and 
collect information. 
Date Type 
28 Nov 1994 Meeting with LegCo Councilors 
3 Dec 1994 Forum and tea gathering 
10 Dec 1994 Meeting with SWD officials 
18 Dec 1994 Christmas party 
7 Jan 1995 Evaluation of the remedial class 
11 Jan 1995 Meeting on the organization of the remedial class 
14 Jan 1995 Evaluation of EGDC activities 
15 Jan 1995 EGDC Annual Meeting 
8 Feb 1995 Chinese New Year gathering 
11 Feb 1995 Forum 
18 Feb 1995 , Forum 
25 Feb 1995 Meeting of Concern Group on Social Security Payment 
11 March 1995 Forum 
18 March 1995 Meeting of Concern Group on Social Security Payment 
25 March 1995 Meeting of Concern Group on Procedural Matters 
8 April 1995 Meeting with SWD officials 
15 April 1995 Forum 
29 April 1995 Meeting of Concern Group on Procedural Matters 
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